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Abstract
This thesis explores the extent to which Engiishness and English identities are racialised. Using data 
drawn from semi-structured, qualitative interviews, evidence is found for an enduring association 
between Engiishness and whiteness. A large majority of white participants identify as English and 
construct English identities as if a taken-for-granted part of the self. For participants who are not 
white, on the other hand, only a minority identify as English, and those that do feel that they can 
only do so precariously.
This association between Engiishness and whiteness is, however, far from explicit for most white 
participants, for whom the association is only tacit and usually unintentional. The thesis opens up 
new understandings about the complex and insidious ways by which the racialisation of Engiishness 
can be unintentionally, performatively obscured. It will be demonstrated that racialised, exclusionary 
perspectives can be most effectively unmarked and obscured by white middle-class participants. In 
contrast, participants with a devalued sense of self, particularly white working-class participants, 
find it more difficult to construct unmarked racialised perspectives, despite there being no 
discernible difference in the exclusionary character of the English identities they construct.
The thesis also explores whether there is any evidence for genuinely progressive, anti-essentialist 
English identities. Evidence is found suggesting that some white participants are disrupting the 
racialised boundaries of Engiishness but that they nevertheless construct nation-state boundaries 
which are ultimately no less essentialist and exclusionary. The thesis will demonstrate that while 
racialised boundaries are at least problematised for many participants, no such pattern of 
problematisation is found in relation to nation-state boundaries and anti-migrant rhetoric.
However, more encouragingly, two participants who are not white employ the sense of racialised 
precariousness they experience in relation to Engiishness in a way that effectively contests the 
validity of essentialised, racialised and nationalist, distinctions. These participants demonstrate that 
if the meaning of Engiishness is constructed as precarious and open to question, rather than as if 
determined in advance by discourses of race and nation, then some hope for genuinely progressive 
English identities remains.
One: introduction
1.1 Nation, race and problematic English identities
Since the devolution o f Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales in the late 1990s, 
questions surrounding English identity have risen up the political and academic 
agenda. Today, discussions on what the future holds fo r England and the English take 
place on an almost daily basis in English newspaper comment and letter pages, a 
process which received a spur from the recent announcement o f a referendum on 
Scottish independence. This widespread and increasing interest in Engiishness has 
been reflected in the publication o f bestselling non-fiction titles aiming to  examine 
'who the English are' or what 'makes us English' (Paxman 1998, Fox 2005), as well as 
political treatises arguing in favour o f some kind o f reinvigoration or reclamation of 
English identities in the twenty-first century (Scruton 2000, Bragg 2007, Kingsnorth 
2008, Perryman 2008). As Scruton, Bragg, Kingsnorth and Perryman take 
perspectives that are respectively conservative, socialist, environmentalist and 
multiculturalist, it is, furthermore, notable that no particular position on the political 
spectrum predominates in this discussion.
This media and political interest has been matched in the academic social sciences 
and humanities. Historians and political scientists have particularly explored the 
political and historical contexts of seemingly inhibited expressions o f Engiishness. It 
is suggested, by academics such as Krishan Kumar (2003) and Arthur Aughey (2007), 
that in contrast to  Northern Ireland, Scotland and Wales, who have the ir own 
specifically national parliaments or assemblies, nationalist political parties and 
vigorously celebrated national days, the English, who dominate the United Kingdom 
in many ways, consider Engiishness to  be unformed and the expression of 
Engiishness to be problematic. This has been explained by the notion that 
Engiishness, as the identity and culture o f a 'dominant ethnicity', has perhaps, at 
least until recently, been 'hidden' behind a 'broader nationalist or imperial appeal' 
(Kaufmann 2004a, 1). For social historians Linda Colley (1992) and Krishan Kumar
(2003), the historical submerging and potential re-emergence of a confident cultural 
and political sense of Engiishness is indexed respectively to the rise and decline o f 
Britishness and the British Empire. A core concern o f these studies has thus been to 
explore expressions o f -  and anxieties surrounding -  this apparently inhibited 
political identity (Aughey 2007), particularly in relation to  European history and 
contemporary Euroscepticism (Smith 2006, Wellings 2010).
From sociological and anthropological perspectives more influenced by structuralist, 
post-structuralist and post-colonial approaches, studies o f Engiishness have 
emphasised the relationship between English identities and 'race'. These 
perspectives approach the legacies of Empire from a somewhat different 
perspective, as according to  these accounts Engiishness in the latter half o f the 
twentieth-century became bound up w ith reactions to  post-colonial migration, 
leading to the redeployment of colonial, racialised distinctions onto England's 
population (Gilroy 2004, Tyler 2012). This association between Engiishness and race 
is reflected in recent survey research findings which provide clear evidence o f a 
relationship between whiteness and English identities. The 2003 British Social 
Attitudes Survey found that while sixty-four per cent o f 'W hite Europeans' 
considered themselves to be English, the next highest score from an ethnic category 
was thirty-three per cent fo r 'Asian Indians', followed by seventeen per cent for 
'Black Caribbeans' and eleven per cent fo r 'Asian Pakistanis' (cited in Condor et al 
2006, 134). This can be instructively compared to the significantly higher 
percentages from the same survey who identified as British: eighty-one per cent 
'Black Caribbeans', seventy-two per cent 'Asian Indians' .and eighty-one per cent 
'Asian Pakistanis' (ibid, 132). Therefore, while Britishness might be seen as a 'civic' 
identity which is in principle open to anyone who has obtained citizenship, 
Engiishness, it seems, remains an 'ethnic' identity associated w ith white ancestry.
This association between Engiishness, 'race' and racism has contributed to  
apparently problematic expressions o f English identities today. Popular associations 
drawn between Engiishness, the far-right and racism mean that English identities are 
being rejected by young people in particular (Fenton 2007) or expressed alongside a
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sense of shame, and a fear o f being considered prejudiced (Condor 2000). For those 
white people who do identify as English, Engiishness is often perceived as 
problematic in relation to  a purported absence of cultural content. The Economic 
and Social Research Council's Identities Project found evidence o f what was 
described as an 'identity deficit' in which the positive articulation and expression of 
Engiishness was found to  be problematic among white people in England (Wetherell 
2008, 310). In a study of school children's views the Joseph Rowntree Trust likewise 
found that 'fo r most "white kids" being English meant nothing' (cited in Aughey 
2007, 94), while research into the Citizenship Curriculum by the Department for 
Education and Skills found that many white school children perceived that they 
'come from nowhere' (2007, 30). Roger Hewitt's study o f young white people in 
South London similarly found evidence o f the notion o f 'having an invisible culture, 
[or] o f being even cultureless' (2005, 126). These and other studies have found that 
such ideas o f culturelessness are related to  ideas about the defence or reassertion of 
white privilege, often directly expressed through the mobilisation o f white English 
identities (Back 1996, Hewitt 2005, Mann 2011, Skey 2011a).
This pattern o f racialised defensiveness and embattlement is puzzling given the 
continued privileged position of those who identify as white in England. The political 
and economic elite of the United Kingdom is dominated by white people (particularly 
white men), including all but one member o f the current coalition government's 
cabinet. Baroness Warsi (who since a reshuffle in September 2012 can only attend 
cabinet in a non-voting capacity). All but twenty-seven members o f the six-hundred- 
and-fifty seat House of Commons are white, which is almost double the number 
there was in the 2005 parliament but at four per cent still less than half the required 
number that would be representative o f the population o f the UK (Hacket and 
Hunter 2010). According to Dustman and colleagues (2010), while racialised 
discrimination has lessened in recent decades, 'ethnic minorities' in Britain still earn 
considerably less on average than white people. Statistical analysis suggests that 
Britain's non-white population, when 'having the same age and education structure, 
and the same regional distribution than native whites', earn on average sixteen per 
cent less than white people (ibid, 5). Similarly British born children who are not
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white, even when social class is controlled for, 'despite having more schooling, have 
lower employment probabilities than the ir British born white peers' (ibid, 7). A study 
by Blackaby and colleagues similarly finds that British born native ethnic minorities 
'are...found to  be twice as likely to  be not working than a comparable sample of 
whites with a similar age structure' (2002, 273).
There is thus a glaring disparity between notions o f white decline and embattlement 
on the one hand, and the continuing privileged position o f white people in Britain on 
the other. This suggests that the problematic white English identities discussed 
above are symptomatic o f white peoples' normative racialised location being hidden 
to the extent that it is experienced as an absence (Dyer 1997, 44), and that a white 
Engiishness is being used as a racialised lightning rod for ultimately unjustifiable 
grievances. This thesis aims to  explore how and why racialised distinctions have 
apparently 'come to coincide so precisely w ith [the] national frontiers' o f Engiishness 
(Gilroy 1987/2002, 46) by looking at the ways in which English identities are 
constructed by 'ordinary' people.
However, there is also evidence that this somewhat bleak portrayal o f a reactionary, 
racist Engiishness does not tell the whole story. Some studies looking at Engiishness 
today have also found white English identities that are not constructed around 
notions of racialised privilege but rather around a notion o f society in which the 
white English are positioned as one group among equals in England and Britain 
(Condor et al 2006, Mann 2011). Evidence has also been found, particularly among 
younger, urban-based members o f the population, fo r hybridised, multiracial and 
anti-racist English identities (Back 1996, Gilroy 2004, 2008). Historically, as E.J. Evans 
has argued, Engiishness was 'at least as likely' to be drawn on politically by those 'on 
the political left as on the right' (1994 cited in Aughey 2007, 65), something also 
noted in E.P. Thompson's history o f the English working class in relation to  appeals 
made to discourses of 'Saxon precedent' during campaigns aimed at extending male 
suffrage and improving workers' rights (1963, 84). One of the key, original 
contributions o f this thesis will thus also be to evaluate the extent to  which English 
identities today are being constructed in ways that are critical o f essentialist,
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exclusionary discourses and which may potentially be mobilised fo r progressive, 
inclusive political ends.
1.2 Aims of the thesis
The core questions o f the thesis are concerned with the extent to  which Engiishness
and English identities are constructed as racialised, and whether they are being
constructed in ways that are anti-racist, and more generally anti-essentialist and
inclusive. The research questions can thus be summarised follows:
1. How are English identities constructed and by whom?
2. Who is included in constructions o f Engiishness? To what extent are English
identities racialised and/or exclusionary in other ways?
3. What do English identities mean to  the people that construct them?
4. Are 'the English' positioned as a privileged category by research participants?
5. Are there any examples o f progressive English identities that do not privilege 
the place of the English and/or that are anti-racist and anti-essentialist in 
character?
6. What interrelated social factors, such as class, gender and sexuality, help to 
influence these constructions o f Engiishness?
1.3 The study
The study's participants were recruited through a form of convenience sampling in a 
multicultural, multiracial area o f South London, a process which saw forty-one 
participants recruited to  take part in semi-structured qualitative interviews. There 
was a particular focus on recruiting white people who identified as English due to  the 
relationships between whiteness and Engiishness outlined above. Twenty-five 
participants identified as white, and sixteen participants did not. Participants were 
asked whether they identified as English, what Engiishness meant to  them, and
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whether they thought 'anyone' can be English. Following each interview, participants 
were asked whether they would like to  take part in a second interview. Those who 
agreed were given a disposable camera and asked to take photographs o f what they 
fe lt 'represented Engiishness' to  them prior to a second interview in which the 
photographs were discussed and further questions asked based on preliminary 
analysis o f the first interviews. The photography method aims to  allow the research 
participant, who can otherwise be relatively inert and powerless in terms of being 
able to structure what is discussed, 'to  construct and articulate the meanings 
ascribed to the images of the ir own production...helping research participants tell a 
narrative about themselves...that retains a concrete sense o f social and personal 
context' (Johnsen et al 2008, 195). Visual data analysis was not conducted as part o f 
the study, but the interview data on the construction o f Engiishness that was 
produced in relation to  the photographs and second interviews was tremendously 
rich, greatly benefitting the depth and interest o f the findings. Eighteen participants 
agreed to take part in the later stage of the fieldwork, meaning that a tota l o f fifty- 
nine interviews were conducted.
1.4 A note on critique, essentialism and reflexivity
Thus far in this introduction, the terms 'English' and 'Engiishness' have been used in 
a manner that might be seen as somewhat uncritical and perhaps even essentialist. 
There is no question that this thesis does take for granted the existence o f English 
identities and Engiishness, and that during fieldwork I actively encouraged the ir 
construction. The thesis is therefore guilty o f what Rogers Brubaker (2004) calls 
'groupism' in that it 'calls into being' the category being studied. However, while in 
some studies this might be seen as problematic -  such as studies that were, fo r 
example, looking for the moments when Engiishness was evoked -  ultimately this 
study is concerned w ith analysing how  Engiishness is constructed. I would therefore 
argue that it was necessary to  evoke the category and to some extent encourage its 
construction in this way. It is also true to say, however, that throughout the thesis I 
w ill take an approach to  Engiishness that emphasises its socially constructed
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character, its construction w ithin social practice, and the relationship between its 
construction and exclusionary power-relations.
It is also important to note that I personally, to use the terminology of this study's 
interview guide, 'feel English'. There is, therefore, a level o f sympathy as well as 
critique in what follows. This sympathy is reflected in the key research question 
asking whether progressive English identities not formed in relation to essentialist 
boundaries might be possible. The posing o f this question suggests, correctly, that I 
hold some wish that Engiishness might not be as racialised, and/or as racist, as much 
o f the literature suggests. However, as will be demonstrated, the findings that 
emerged from the data analysis have not been too encouraging (though not entirely 
discouraging) in this regard. Ultimately the very premise o f the wish fo r a progressive 
Engiishness, based as it is on the idea that identifying as English might in some way 
be desirable, has been substantially troubled for me personally during the process o f 
researching and writing the thesis. Further issues that arose in relation to  the 
discussions o f potential essentialism and reflexivity briefly outlined here w ill be 
explored further in subsequent chapters.
1.5 Outline of the thesis
Chapter Two examines the two core fields from which the literature employed in this 
thesis has been drawn, namely the field o f nationalism studies and the field o f 'race' 
studies. The chapter will explore some of the most relevant and useful literature 
w ithin these fields related to  the present study, including: the modernist- 
ethnosymbolist debates w ithin nationalism studies; debates surrounding the 
distinction between civic and ethnic nations; discussions surrounding racialised 
subjectivities and performativity; and the importance of perspectives on 'whiteness' 
fo r race studies. I will critically review the overlaps between the tw o fields prior to 
looking at the importance of intersectional analyses o f identity construction. The 
chapter will conclude by arguing that the field o f race studies is particularly useful for
the purposes o f this study due to  its more critical approach to the construction of 
national identities.
Chapter Three reviews the literature w ithin the two fields concerned specifically w ith 
Engiishness and English identities. The literature on English nationalism will first be 
reviewed, in particular in relation to  the emphasis w ithin nationalism studies on the 
impact o f British and imperial identities and institutions on historical and 
contemporary manifestations o f Engiishness. The discussion will then turn to  a 
review of the literature looking at the relationship between race and nation in 
England and Britain, particularly since the Second World War though in the context 
o f long-standing discourses and power-relations forged in relation to colonialism. 
The chapter will then review relevant qualitative studies into the relationships 
between Engiishness and race w ithin the field o f race studies, including approaches 
that have emphasised intersections between whiteness and class in English identity 
formation, and approaches that suggest that racialised English identities are being 
rejected or resignified in politically progressive ways.
Chapter Four discusses the research design, the fieldwork process and the methods 
o f analysis undertaken. The rationale behind the interview method employed is 
discussed, followed by an introduction to  the area o f London in which the research 
took place. The chapter then discusses the recruitment process which was designed 
to encourage a greater understanding o f research participants' views, before 
exploring how the fieldwork went in practice. Issues that arose in relation to 
sampling will be discussed as well as questions about ethics and reflexivity that 
emerged during fieldwork.
Chapter Five analyses whether and how participants describe Engiishness and 
identify as English. When asked to describe Engiishness, white participants discuss it 
in relation to cultural and historical symbols. Most participants who are not white, 
on the other hand, construct Engiishness in relation to  'race'. For the latter 
participants, Engiishness represents a culture defined in crucial ways by whiteness. 
The racialised character o f Engiishness is reflected further in discussions o f
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participants' English identities. Twenty-two out o f twenty-five white participants 
identify as English in contrast to  eight out o f seventeen participants who are not 
white. Furthermore, while white participants construct English identities as if a 
taken-for-granted part o f the self, those non-white participants who do identify as 
English experience it as a constantly questioned identity with which they feel they 
can only identify precariously. For some of the latter participants this is seen as 
problematic, as signifying a sense o f incompleteness, but for two participants this 
precariousness is employed in ways that contest white racism and the racialised 
norms o f Engiishness.
Chapter Six explores how participants answer the core question o f the interview 
guide: 'Can anyone be English?' It will be demonstrated that while a very small 
number o f participants answer this question in relation to  explicitly racialised 
boundaries, the majority of white participants tacitly  and unintentionally 
circumscribe Engiishness in relation to whiteness. It will be demonstrated that, again 
contrary to  what participants say in principle, this kind o f racialised Engiishness 
matters to  these participants, in that it is associated w ith the normative culture o f 
England in relation to which the population of England is evaluated and expected to 
integrate. For the small number o f white participants who destabilise the racialised 
boundaries o f Engiishness in principle and in practice they nevertheless construct 
essentialist and exclusionary boundaries in relation to  the nation-state.
Chapter Seven looks at the reflexive 'moments o f questioning' (Frankenberg 1993 
cited in Tyler 2004, 291) that emerge in relation to the boundaries discussed in 
Chapter Six. It w ill be demonstrated that tw o participants who are not white 
construct genuinely inclusive and anti-essentialist English identities both in principle 
and in practice. It will be argued that the precarious sense o f these participants' 
Engiishness in relation to  the ir non-whiteness has had a crucial effect on the process 
o f critique through which this kind o f Engiishness has been reflexively constructed. 
The rest o f the chapter demonstrates how many further participants, white and not 
white, reflexively challenge the racialised boundaries o f Engiishness they construct in 
similar ways. However, such challenges tend to be temporary, and ultimately the ir
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belief in the stability and social significance o f race as a boundary has an inhibiting 
and regulatory effect. Crucially, fo r those who draw predominantly on nation-state 
frameworks o f exclusion there is nothing like the same pattern o f problematisation 
that is found in relation to racialised frameworks. This suggests that while racialised 
boundaries have at least been challenged within society, ideas about common-sense 
national boundaries and the 'othering' of migrants remain relatively undisturbed.
Chapter Eight examines what Engiishness means to participants by looking at what 
they expect from their English identities. It will be demonstrated that the majority of 
participants associate Engiishness w ith a positively-framed notion o f a moral 
community and w ith a sense of ontological security (thus echoing recent findings 
from a study by Michael Skey [2010, 2011b]). However, for some participants these 
expectations are experienced as disrupted, invariably in relation to  the purportedly 
disrupting presence of the racialised 'other'. It w ill be argued that the construction of 
English identities in relation to  essentialist boundaries and racialised subjectivities 
encourages some participants to  draw on these kinds of racialised responses to 
perceived disruptions in what they expect o f Engiishness. This is despite clear 
evidence in the data suggesting that the patterns o f disruption these participants 
describe have little  if anything to do w ith the people they position as the non-English 
'other' outside o f the purely symbolic sphere. It will be demonstrated that this 
experience o f disrupted expectations therefore appears to  be crucially related to  the 
disruption and marking o f a dominant racialised perspective.
For many more white participants, however, who hold to no less essentialist or 
exclusionary views, no such process o f perceived disruption or marking has taken 
place. Chapter Nine explores the reasons behind this pattern o f marking/unmarking. 
Drawing on Bourdieu's (1984) concept o f habitus, it is demonstrated that 
participants w ith a confident classed sense of self are better able to construct 
unmarked, exclusionary English identities, and at the same tim e displace culpability 
fo r white English racism onto white working-class people. This is in contrast to 
participants who portray a devalued sense o f self for whom racialised and nationalist 
identities are often drawn on more explicitly as a way o f attempting to  gain social
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recognition and interpret feelings o f social disorientation and displacement. It will 
also be demonstrated, however, that while intersections between class and 
whiteness are key for constructions o f marked and unmarked English identities, it is 
only in relation to  non-whiteness that individuals can be fully excluded from being 
English.
The conclusion o f the thesis will, from  one perspective, take a somewhat pessimistic 
tone, suggesting that the predominance of racialised and nation-state boundaries 
means that English identities remain premised on highly exclusionary, essentialised 
power-relations. However, it will also be suggested that there is some evidence from 
two participants' interviews that a de-essentialised, progressive Engiishness remains 
possible providing that English identities are constructed as if precarious rather than 
as if  pre-determined. This suggests that if  Engiishness is to move away from its 
essentialist roots then what is required is a fundamental disruption o f what English 
identities currently mean to  most people.
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Two: A Review of the Literature on Nationalism and Race
2.1 Introduction
This chapter will look in turn at the two broad, multidisciplinary academic fields from 
with in the social sciences and humanities that relate to  the present study. The fields 
are categorised here as the 'field o f nationalism studies' and the 'field o f "race" 
studies'. Although these labels do not f it  perfectly onto either o f the broad set of 
sources cited in what follows, I would argue that they do fit well enough fo r it to  be 
possible to  demarcate two distinct approaches to  the study o f national identities. 
While those practising the field o f nationalism studies are particularly situated within 
government, politics and history departments and tend to  focus on long-term 
historical studies and/or approaches that focus on elite texts and institutional 
analyses, those who practise race studies are often situated in anthropology, 
sociology or cultural studies departments and tend to focus on the views or 
experiences of 'ordinary' people. The following sections will review the two fields in 
turn, looking at the key overlaps and differences that emerge from a comparison of 
the fields in the context o f the present study. One of the key arguments made in this 
chapter is that although some recent nationalism based approaches have taken 
more critical perspectives on the nation and on identity construction, ultimately the 
significantly more critical approaches provided by race studies perspectives are more 
appropriate, in both academic and political terms, fo r answering the present study's 
key research questions. The chapter following this one will then review the fields' 
contributions to  the study o f Engiishness and English identities today.
2.2 The Field of Nationalism Studies
Anthony Smith defines the 'nation as a named community possessing an historic 
territory, shared myths and memories, a common public culture and common laws 
and customs' (2002, 15). A nation thus includes, or aims to  be inclusive of, everyone
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with in a given, demarcated 'community', usually linked to  a territoria l state structure 
o f some kind. On a global scale, however, the concept o f the nation is highly 
exclusive, w ith each nation making up just one among hundreds in an inter-national 
system. As nation-states cover the entirety o f the globe's populated surface, nearly 
everyone is -  in theory and legally -  a member o f a nation-state. Even when 
someone does not identify as a national then they are usually at least claimed as 
nationals by nationalists. As Sinisa Malesevic suggests, in the modern world 'not 
being national is scarcely an option anymore' (2006, 28), to  the extent that it has 
even been argued that everyone 'must have a nationality as [s/]he must have a nose 
and two ears' (Gellner 1983, 6).
W ithin the field of nationalism studies, questions o f when the first nations emerged, 
what a nation is and what nationalism actually does are questions that have been 
and remain vigorously contested. In the following sections the most relevant aspects 
o f some of these debates in relation to  the present study w ill be reviewed, 
particularly: debates between 'modernist' and 'ethnosymbolist' accounts o f 
nationalism; the distinction between 'civic' and 'ethnic' nations; and debates 
surrounding whether nationalism is a force fo r good or bad.
2.2.1 The modernist-ethnosymbolist debate
Although a substantial literature on nationalism existed prior to the 1980s, it was in 
this decade that the publication o f a series o f studies ignited what remain some of 
the key debates w ithin the field. 1983 was a particularly important year, seeing the 
publication o f Benedict Anderson's Imagined Communities, Ernest Gellner's Nations 
and Nationalism  and Eric Hobsbawm and Terence Ranger's edited book The 
Invention o f Tradition. Each sought to  explain, from somewhat different 
perspectives, the origins o f nationalism. For Anderson the first nations were formed 
as the contingent product o f modern technological developments which led to  novel 
ways o f conceptualising community; fo r Gellner nationalism was a functional, 
cultural response to  industrialisation; and for Hobsbawm and Ranger nationalism
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was a means o f legitimising ruling class domination over the industrial 'masses'. 
Despite these differences, each author agreed that the origins o f nationalism were 
fundamentally related to processes o f modernity and therefore could be dated to 
the late eighteenth-century at the earliest. The nation was thus theorised as a 
historically unique political and cultural unit rather than a merely modern 
manifestation of primordial or pre-modern ethnicity. From this perspective, as 
Gellner argued, nations were fundamentally formed by modern nationalism 'and not 
the other way around' (Gellner 1983, 55).
A counterpoint to  these modernist theoretical perspectives arrived w ith the 
publication in 1986 o f Anthony Smith's The Ethnic Origins o f Nations. Smith also 
emphasises the impact o f the 'revolutions o f modernity' (1986, 131-4) and the 
uniqueness of nationalism to the modern period. However, Smith does not finally 
reject the idea o f continuity between pre-modern ethnic groups and modern 
nationalisms. Smith's core argument is that while the industrial and technological 
changes that took place in modernity did lead to the formation o f modern nations in 
relation to  nationalism, fo r nationalists to be able to  effectively construct nations 
and national identities there needed to be an established and institutionalised ethnic 
culture already in place. For Smith, the historical, pre-modern myths, symbols, 
traditions and values o f an ethnic group, when drawn upon and mobilised by 
nationalists in modern conditions, are the critical factor in explaining the origin and 
continuous reproduction o f nations up until the present day.
Central to Smith's argument, therefore, is the effective transmission o f a particular, 
ethnic culture through time. While the ethnic history drawn on by nationalists need 
not necessarily be accurate in terms of a genuinely occurring history. Smith argues 
that there does need to  be a degree o f cultural continuity, a bank o f symbols and 
memories from which nationalists can draw, which is often associated w ith a religion 
or semi-mythical 'heroic' past (Smith 1986,192-202). W ithout this kind o f rich ethnic 
culture, nationalist thinking and national identities could not resonate w ith 
individuals, whether in terms of 'the masses' or in terms of the the elite and 
intellectuals often charged w ith 'inventing' these cultures. Therefore, although Smith
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sees nationalism as a modern phenomenon, it is enabled and constrained in its 
formation and reproduction by the existence o f a usable pre-modern ethnic culture 
and pre-existing sense of solidarity.
Due to  this emphasis on the continuity between the pre-modern and modern eras. 
Smith has been described as an 'ethnosymbolist' in contrast to the 'modernist' 
approaches represented by Gellner and others which suggest a greater degree of 
historical rupture. Modernist-ethnosymbolist debates structure many o f the key 
introductory readers and textbooks on nationalism today, particularly in relation to 
debates surrounding the origins and reproduction of nationalism (e.g. Hutchinson 
and Smith 1994, Spencer and Wollman 2005, Ozkirimili 2010).
A key modernist rejoinder to  ethnosymbolism centres on a critique o f Smith's 
emphasis on 'myths and symbols' o f the nation in the construction o f national 
identities, an emphasis which, it is argued, leads to  an obscuring o f the fundamental 
importance o f power in the construction of modern nations. John Breuilly argues 
that 'nationalism is, above and beyond all else about politics and that politics is 
about power' which, in turn, 'in the modern world, is principally about state control' 
(1993, 1). For Breuilly, a focus on ethnic and national identities in cultural terms is 
therefore misguided, as to focus on nationalism,
as the expression o f pre-existing national values and practises in political 
form is tantamount to accepting the self-assessment o f nationalists. 
Nationalist ideology works on existing values and practises in a new way, 
and...it selects from those values and practises in ways designed to  enhance 
the ir political significance, (ibid, 69)
For Breuilly, ethnosymbolists risk taking the arguments o f historical continuity made 
by nationalists themselves at face value rather than analysing these arguments in 
relation to wider social processes such as the development of the modern state and 
modern forms o f power. Wimmer and Glick-Schiller similarly argue that academic 
studies need to  be careful that they avoid 'taking national discourses, agendas,
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loyalties and histories for granted, w ithout problematising them or making them an 
object o f an analysis in [their] own right' (2002, 304). A danger o f ethnosymbolist 
approaches is that they may uncritically analyse the symbols by which national 
identities are ostensibly constructed as if they are normative, given units o f analysis 
rather than treating them as contingent surface-representations o f highly complex 
and shifting underlying social processes. As W immer (2008, 13) argues, ethnic myths 
and symbols can only really be the focus o f analysis if some kind o f agency or power 
can be ascribed to these myths and symbols outside o f social, agent-led political 
processes and discourses.
Many recent 'modernist' studies into how national identities are constructed adopt 
this kind of more critical approach emphasising the role of power and contingency. 
In contrast to Smith, Breuilly, Anderson, Gellner and others, many such approaches 
have been more concerned w ith the role o f everyday, micro-processes in the 
construction of contemporary national identities than w ith overarching, grand 
theories based on historical, comparative studies.
Michael Billig's Banal Nationalism  (1995) is one o f the most influential works o f this 
kind. Billig emphasises the importance o f 'banal' national framing in the 
contemporary Western world, as exemplified by nationally-framed weather maps or 
by the emphasis on national news in the newspapers we read. Much of the time, at 
least in what Billig calls 'the established Western nations', such banal national 
framings are not noticed in the way that they might be during times o f crisis, such as 
during a war. However, these apparently mundane practises remind us who is 'us' 
and who is 'other' on a daily basis, thus helping to structure a view o f the world 
understood through national categories. The central example used by Billig is 'the 
flag hanging unnoticed on the public building' (ibid, 8), representing the tacit, banal 
processes by which national frameworks are reaffirmed in people's daily lives. This 
banality enables and obscures the construction o f national identities and nationalist 
politics which may be experienced as non-national or even universal. Billig uses 
examples, drawn from the early-1990s, o f how some political events in Northern 
Ireland or the Balkans were described by the British media as 'nationalist' while the
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British government's own actions, such as in relation to  the 1991 Gulf War, were 
described in more neutral terms as if  somehow non-national (ibid, 48). This 'routine 
absent mindedness' can lead to  '"ou r" particular world [being] experienced as the 
world' (ibid, 50; original emphasis), where the universal 'we' banally and tacitly, in 
practice, represents 'we co-nationals'.
Rogers Brubaker's recent studies o f ethnic and national identities similarly 
emphasise the importance o f mundane practises in the reproduction o f national and 
ethnic identities. Brubaker's aim is not to  provide a new overarching theory but 
rather to 'change the terms of a conversation' and critique the uncritical 
reaffirmation of bounded groups (Brubaker et al. 2006, 357). Brubaker draws on 
Pierre Bourdieu's (1992, Chapter Ten) discussion o f the performative construction of 
ethnic groups, arguing that 'ethnopolitical entrepreneurs...by invoking groups...seek 
to  evoke them, summon them, call them into being' (Brubaker 2002, 166; original 
emphases). Bourdieu suggests that nationalist or ethnic entrepreneurs and students 
o f nationalism and ethnicity alike 'contribute to producing what they apparently 
describe or designate' (Bourdieu 1992 cited in Brubaker 2002, 166). Therefore, for 
Brubaker, it is crucial for studies o f nationalism to 'avoid unintentionally doubling or 
reinforcing the reification o f ethnic groups...with a reification of such groups in social 
analysis' (ibid, 167; original emphases).
As part o f this critical perspective on what he terms 'groupism', Brubaker critiques 
the notion, often found in ethnosymbolist accounts, that the ubiquity o f nations in 
the modern world suggests that they are an ever present or consistently im portant 
part o f people's lives. For Brubaker, the salience o f ethnic and national identities 
cannot be presumed. Ethnic and national identities are, rather, contingently, 
unevenly and situationally evoked (or not) by agents on a daily basis (Brubaker et al. 
2006, 360). Brubaker therefore suggests that ethnographic methods fo r the study of 
nationalism are crucial for observing in detail the 'contingent happenings' and 'lived 
experience' o f 'ordinary' people and how nationalism is implicated in the ir lives, if 
indeed it is at all (ibid, 360-1).
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This kind o f approach has led to more o f a focus w ithin the field o f nationalism 
studies on empirical research into how 'ordinary' people reproduce nationalism 
rather than a reliance on elite texts and large-scale historical studies as exemplified 
by the work o f Smith or Breuilly. The ethnographic or everyday approach to 
nationalism studies, still very much in a m inority in the field, is echoed in Fox and 
Miller-ldriss's discussion o f 'everyday nationhood' (2008) and Edensor's account of 
how 'national contexts are reproduced daily' w ithin 'the mundane spaces and 
rhythms of everyday' nationalism (2006, 526). This kind o f empirical approach 
involving 'ordinary' people and everyday environments has attempted to  further 
capture the complexities and ambivalences o f ordinary people's national identities 
(see also Fenton 2007, Mann 2011, Miller-ldriss and Rothenberg 2011, Collins 2012).
In my view, the more critical, modernist approaches exemplified by Breuilly, 
Wimmer, Billig and Brubaker are highly persuasive. While the ways in which research 
participants draw on the historical and cultural symbols of Englishness should (and 
will in a later chapter) be explored, it is, at the same time, necessary fo r any 
thorough sociological analysis to adopt a critical stance in relation to  the socially 
constructed character o f national identity categories and their attendant symbols. By 
taking a critical perspective emphasising the social constructedness o f nationalism 
and the role o f power and politics in the construction o f nations this should 
encourage a greater emphasis on the analysis o f what nations are cons truc ted /o r-  
what they actually do -  rather than taking them as normative units o f analysis. The 
present study aims to jo in and add to  recent developments in the nationalism 
literature focusing on such critical engagements w ith the concepts o f the field and 
on the construction of national identities in all the ir ambivalences and ambiguities by 
'ordinary' people.
At the same time, while it is crucial to always emphasise the constructedness and 
unevenness of national identities rather than presume their stability and importance 
in people's lives, I would also argue that it is important not to  underestimate the 
importance o f the sense o f security and emotional attachment that many people 
associate with national identities. While I would disagree w ith some o f the
20
ethnosymbolist presumptions about the durability and salience o f nationalism, as 
Malesevic argues, there is no doubt that nationalism can provide people w ith a 
sense o f 'a specific imagined social order that invokes advanced ethical claims [and] 
collective interests' (2011, 283), and can provide individuals w ith a 'strong sense' o f 
'emotional stability, historical durability and...ontological security' (ibid, 287). This 
study therefore aims to be critical o f English identities and remain aware o f their 
contingencies and o f their potential (potentially periodic) salience, but it also aims to 
remain aware o f the ir potential emotional and political resonance.
2.2.2 Typologies of the nation
Academics studying nationalism have developed numerous typologies fo r the 
comparative investigation of nations, nationalism and national identities. By far the 
most commonly used o f these w ithin the field remains that o f ethnic and civic 
conceptions o f the nation. Anthony Smith (1991), building on Hans Kohn's (1944) 
earlier east-west distinction, argues that nations and nationalisms are highly complex 
but are nevertheless constructed in relation to civic and ethnic ideal types. Civic 
nations are politically conceived and voluntarist; anyone can potentially be a 
member o f a civic nation depending on the ir voluntary assumption o f certain 
political principles. The United States, Britain and France provide the most regularly 
cited examples of civic nations (e.g. Kohn 1944, Greenfeld 1992). The argument goes 
that civic national identities are thus primarily defined in relation to  principles such 
as an adherence to  the liberal-democratic, pluralist principles o f the nation-state in 
question. Ethnic nations, on the other hand, are built around ties o f descent, w ith 
membership o f the nation based on links to  a particular ancestral, cultural heritage. 
Historically, German nationalism provided the paradigmatic example o f an ethnic 
nation (Kohn 1944, Greenfeld 1992). In contrast to  the closed and deterministic 
ethnic variant, civic nations are thus characterised w ithin the literature as more 
politically progressive, inclusive, and tolerant o f difference.
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Despite its persuasive application to some comparative historical studies (Brubaker 
1992, Greenfeld & Chi rot 1994), the civic-ethnic distinction has also been the subject 
o f sustained and effective critique. Much of this has focused on the suggestion that 
in most national case studies there are substantial overlaps between the tw o ideal 
types, a point emphasised by Smith himself (1991, 8-15). In particular, it has been 
suggested that many portrayals o f the civic nation wildly overstate its purportedly 
political and voluntarist principles. It is untrue to  suggest that those who count 
themselves as members o f so-called 'civic' nations, such as Britain or France, 
voluntarily accede to the political principles o f the nation. Most who identify as 
British or French, rather, do so in relation to  their place o f birth and a process of 
socialisation in which there is little  evidence o f voluntary choice (Yack 1996). While 
the adoption of Britishness or Frenchness today may be technically and in principle a 
process open to  anyone regardless o f ethnic background, tacit boundaries, such as 
those relating to  discourses o f 'race', may serve to  prevent (and/or render 
undesirable) a secure identification w ith the nation. Even where there might not be a 
discernible policy o f ethnic exclusion, W immer (2004) has persuasively argued that 
legal and political criteria fo r denying national membership, to  non-citizens and 
potential migrants, are in the final analysis no less arbitrary than criteria o f belonging 
based on ancestry or skin colour. Furthermore, taking a historical perspective, as 
Kuzio (2002) suggests, the apparently more liberal and inclusive character o f the so- 
called civic nations needs to be put in the context o f these nations' emergence in 
relation to  colonialism, warfare, ethnic policies o f exclusion and genocidal practises 
against indigenous populations.
These arguments all thus suggest that 'civic' boundaries are not as voluntarist or 
porous, or as distinct from 'ethnic' boundaries, as might initially be presumed. Given 
this critique as to  the utility o f the civic-ethnic distinction, I would argue that, in the 
context o f this study, what Oliver Zimmer (2003) terms a process-oriented approach 
to the study o f nations and nationalism is required. Zimmer argues that if the 
analysis o f national identities is to reflect the full complexity and variety o f the 
phenomenon then the focus should be more on what is actually achieved through 
the practise o f nationalism rather than on the purported political character o f the
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symbols and discourses drawn upon in the construction o f the nation. For Zimmer, 
therefore, what matters is 'less what resources political actors draw upon than how 
they put these resources to practical use' (2003, 181; original emphases). 'Civic' 
symbols associated by many w ith ideas o f inclusion, such as, fo r example, symbols of 
citizenship and political institutions, may be considered central to  a definition o f a 
nation yet deployed in national discourses in ways that legitimise the exclusion of an 
ethnic or racial 'other' (see Janmaat 2006 fo r survey research evidence fo r this 
pattern). By adopting a process-oriented approach in analysing how English 
identities are formed, this study is concerned w ith what is achieved in the 
construction o f national identities in relation to essentialist and exclusionary 
formulations o f the nation rather than what is presumed to  be achieved. Although 
'civic' and 'ethnic' national identities w ill occasionally be referred to  in this thesis, 
the ir use should therefore not be read as referring to  any value judgement in 
relation to  a progressive, inclusive character.
2.2.3 Good and bad nationalisms
Another key debate in the nationalism literature in the context o f this study, and one 
which is related to  the discussion in the previous subsection, relates to  the 
desirability o f nationalism and national identities, both historically and in the present 
day. These debates are shaped to a significant extent by the different theoretical 
emphases of ethnosymbolist and modernist perspectives on nationalism. Modernist 
perspectives are often critical of nationalism due to  its historical associations w ith 
state power and conflict. Hobsbawm (1983) and Gellner (1983), who were both 
refugees from nationalist conflicts, are particularly critical o f the effects o f 
nationalism on modern societies. This animosity to  nationalism is reflected in highly 
critical approaches to nationalism influenced by Marxism (e.g. Mann 1993, Hechter 
2000) many of which predict its ultimate decline on the world stage. Other non- 
Marxist critical approaches have taken less o f an optim istic view o f the decline o f 
nationalism as an effective force, though they would certainly be sympathetic to 
such an outcome. Limut Ozkirimili (2003, Ozkirimili and Sofos 2008) has been very
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critical o f the ro le ,o f nationalism historically and today, as has Michael Billig who 
suggests that 'National identities are rooted w ithin a powerful social structure, which 
reproduces hegemonic relations o f inequity' (1995, 175). Sinisa Malesevic likewise 
argues that nationalist group-thinking tampers w ith the 'intrinsic ambiguity of 
cultural difference' and thus fundamentally underpins many modern wars and 
genocides (Malesevic 2006, 229).
For other theorists w ithin the field of nationalism studies, however, a less negative 
view is taken. Comparative historical studies, for example, have emphasised the 
benefits o f nationalism in enabling the development o f modern liberal democracy 
(Kohn 1944, Greenfeld 1992). In terms o f nationalism's benefits today, academics 
influenced by ethnosymbolist approaches tend to  be sympathetic towards 
nationalism, suggesting that ethnonational identities are crucial for effective 
democratic politics. They argue that individuals require a bank o f historically 
contextualised cultural values from which they can collectively draw in order to  
maintain a sense o f social orientation and solidarity (Kaufmann 2000, Smith 2003, 
Hutchinson 2005). A related argument made by some within the field criticises those 
who advocate the dissolution of nations for rarely discussing in any detail any 
alternatives to nationalism and its attendant feelings o f solidarity (e.g. Calhoun 
2007). Craig Calhoun, for example, who is himself a 'modernist', suggests that to  
'wish away' nationalism 'is more likely to invite the dominance of neo-liberal 
capitalism than to usher in an era of world citizenship' (2007, 166). Some political 
theorists have likewise argued that w ithout the cultural and social ties o f the nation 
there will be an absence of the 'associative obligations' required fo r a liberal 
democracy to  function, particularly in terms of the willingness o f national citizens to 
pay taxes towards a welfare state (Tamir 1993, M illar 2000). From these perspectives 
it is far from clear that a post-national world would necessarily be more politically 
progressive and egalitarian than the existing world o f nations. As Calhoun argues, it 
may be that 'Simply getting rid of nationalism is...not a viable response to  its 
disagreeable features' (2007,100).
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Despite these arguments in favour o f nationalism, I would argue that if these 
'associative obligations' are fundamentally formed in relation to  processes that 
encourage homogenisation, conflict, and hegemonic, exclusionary power-relations, 
then more critical stances to nationalism and national identities might yet be seen as 
valid. Once again it is crucial to  be critical and not accept the self-assessments and 
truisms of nationalist thought itself, as to  do so might only lead to  the acceptance of 
nationalist presumptions about there being no other way to  build solidarities, 
mobilise politically or understand the social world. Nevertheless, the absence of 
alternatives is important to keep in mind, and this thesis analyses the potential for 
positive and progressive accounts o f the nation rather than simply presuming that 
nationalism is necessarily negative and can be wished away.
Ultimately, fo r the purposes o f this study, as Calhoun suggests, the 'decisive question 
about nationalism...is whether it can thrive w ith the nation open to competing 
conceptualisations, [and] diverse identities' (2007, 98). A key element o f this study 
therefore involves analysing whether English identities are constructed by research 
participants in relation to  'competing conceptualisations' and 'diverse identities' 
rather than identities fixed to  particular, essentialised boundaries. How Englishness 
has been specifically approached within the field o f nationalism studies will be 
discussed in the following chapter.
2.3 The field of race studies
Howard Winant suggests that 'At its most basic level, race can be defined as a 
concept that signifies and symbolises socio-political conflicts and interests in 
reference to different types o f human bodies' (2000,172). Such differences are often 
demarcated in relation to physical markers, the most important o f which historically 
has been skin colour. In most accounts o f the history o f 'race' the stratification is 
seen to  emerge in relation to the white self distinguished against the non-white 
'other' colonised and subjugated by white Europeans during colonial expansion (e.g. 
Hall 1997, Goldberg 2002). Some studies into race, however, have also emphasised
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the historical importance o f white, ethnic 'others' w ith in Europe (Young 2008) or 
analysed similar racial configurations outside o f Europe (Dikotter 1992). In each case 
processes o f racialisation -  the processes by which 'racial' difference is rendered 
significant in society -  are linked to rac/sm, the notion that one race is superior to  an 
inferior 'race' or 'races'.
The idea o f race has therefore historically been mobilised for reasons o f racist 
domination. Partly as a result of historical perceptions about the im m utability o f the 
concept and its association w ith domination, the idea of race has perhaps been more 
thoroughly problematised than the idea of the nation, both in the academic 
literature and in wider society. It is almost a consensus in academia and politics 
today that race is socially constructed, as the boundaries that we commonly define 
races in relation to, such as physical markers, have been proved to  be insignificant in 
biological and behavioural terms. Races cannot therefore be seen to  represent any 
kind o f 'natural' group, and this emphasis on constructivism in the literature is 
reflected in the common practise of placing the word in inverted commas.
However, while race is an entirely socially constructed category, its effects are very 
real; as Colette Guillaumin argues, 'Race does not exist. But it does kill people' (1995, 
362). Race is a very real stratification that helps to structure the social world and 
constructions of self and 'other', yet it does not make any rational sense outside of 
the internal logics o f the discourses through which it is constructed. A core concern 
o f many studies of race is therefore to  constantly critique both the reality o f race and 
the very real, negative effects o f processes o f racialisation. This thesis joins these 
studies in that concern.
The following subsections will look first at how the literature has analysed different 
processes o f racialisation and racism, and secondly at some of the key debates 
surrounding the construction o f 'false' yet socially very 'real' racialised identities, an 
apparent paradox approached w ith the help o f post-structuralist theories o f 
subjectivity and peformativity. The final subsection will look at the im portant 
perspectives on race that have emerged from the subfield of 'whiteness studies'.
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2.3.1 Typologies of racialisation and racism
As w ith the field of nationalism studies' typologies o f different kinds o f nations and 
national identities, those w ithin the field o f race studies have categorised a number 
o f distinct patterns o f racialisation; that is, the ways in which people conceptualise 
and legitimise ideas about different 'races' and render these differences socially 
significant. The main distinction in the literature lies in the difference between 
'biological', 'cultural' and 'colour-blind' ideas about race. Biological race thinking 
emerged from Enlightenment concerns with the classification o f the natural world. 
Just as Linnaeus catalogued the plant and animal world into species and genus, 
projects tied up w ith colonial expansion involved the classification o f racial groups by 
'type' (Curtin 1977). The ideological biases of the powerful European nations saw the 
condemnation o f 'uncivilised' groups in contrast to  the ir own 'advanced' civilization 
and in relation to pseudo-scientific discourses influenced by Darwin's theories of 
evolution and natural selection. At the height o f the legitimacy o f biological racism in 
the mid-to-late nineteenth-century, many biologists and geneticists neatly divided 
the world's population into a set o f competing races and sub-races (Biddiss 1966, 
50).
In this way the pre-eminent position o f powerful nations such as Britain and 
Germany in the late nineteenth-century could be explained by the ir purported 
evolutionarily advanced, Anglo-Saxon or Teutonic 'racial' heritage. In contrast, the 
subjugated position o f the colonised, such as the populations o f Africa or Ireland, 
could be explained by the ir 'negroid' background (Young 2008). Processes of 
racialisation were thus supposedly validated by scientifically proven biological 
difference. In practise, however, biological ideas about race were fundamentally 
socially constructed around colonial power-relations and the playing on -  or 
invention o f-v is ib le  differences, most notably in relation to  skin colour.
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Following the defeat o f Nazi Germany in 1945 and subsequent revelations about the 
Holocaust, race as a concept was widely discredited, a process reflected by the 
United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organisation's recommendation 
in 1950 that the term 'race' should be replaced in 'popular parlance' w ith the phrase 
'ethnic group' (UNESCO 1950). Today, as Miles argues, throughout much of the 
world 'explicit assertions that "race" determines culture either cannot be sustained 
or are not articulated in the popular domain because they are beyond the 
boundaries o f acceptable argument' (1989, 349). Nevertheless, despite its 
widespread status as a 'false doctrine', race as a concept still continues to structure 
societies both formally, for example in 'race relations' legislation in many states' 
legal codes, and informally in the continued salience o f racialised divisions w ithin 
society (ibid, 350). This continued salience is in part achieved in relation to 'cultural' 
patterns o f racialisation, aspects o f which include
identifying race w ith language group, religion, group habits, mores or 
customs, a dominant style o f behaviour, dress, cuisine, music, literature and 
art. Primarily at issue in such cultural differentiations are group- 
circumscribed values. (Goldberg 1992, 367)
Through the deployment o f such cultural symbols and boundaries by which groups 
are constructed as different we can see that, as Balibar suggests, 'biological or 
genetic naturalism is not the only means o f naturalising human behaviour and social 
affinities' (1991, 22). Thus, as Ifekwunigwe argues, despite the decline o f the 
legitimacy of scientific, biological racism, through culturally-conceived distinctions 
'the popular folk concept of "race"...persists in the collective...imagination' (1999, 
12). Crucially, this naturalisation of racialised difference in relation to  culture is often 
more difficult to  detect due to its cultural veneer. As Guillaumin argues, when people 
'fo r reasons o f censorship, political prudence or simply cynicism...choose [to use the 
word] "difference" instead o f "race", they still know that they w ill be understood as 
saying something about the "natural" specificity o f human groups' (1995, 360).
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In this way, culturally-conceived processes o f racialisation see the construction o f 
fixed, essentialist difference between 'groups', which obscure (more often to  those 
in a dominant position w ithin the racialised hierarchy) the ir racialised underpinnings 
relating to 'different types o f human bodies' (Winant 2000,172). This kind o f cultural 
racism is aided by and interrelates w ith what has been termed 'colour-blind racism' 
(Carr 1997, Bonilla-Silva 2003). Racial differences are often rejected in today's 
society (hence individuals declare that they are 'colour-blind') yet are confirmed and 
reified by other means. Bonilla-Silva (2003) analyses how in today's United States 
this is achieved in part through processes o f cultural racialisation but also in relation 
to  liberal ideas about individual rights. Liberal notions o f prioritising individual ahead 
o f group rights, and o f 'equal opportunities' between individuals in employment and 
education markets, both mask and help to  reaffirm continuing racialised inequalities. 
As the scale o f these racialised inequalities is minimised, and liberal individualism 
prioritised, these inequalities become obscured, and potential solutions, such as 
affirmative action policies, are themselves condemned as racist. Thus the racist 
stereotyping o f Black Americans in particular continues to  be legitimised, as do the 
'unearned privileges' that white people take fo r granted and disassociate from their 
location in a racialised hierarchy (ibid, 28-82).
Such cultural and colour-blind conceptions o f race are, it is argued by theorists such 
as Goldberg (2002) and Balibar (1991), central to the way that Western neo-liberal 
societies and states are structured, particularly in relation to  the racialised 
construction, pathologisation and management o f 'migrants' and those who are not 
white. While many w ithin such 'advanced' Western societies have a common self­
perception o f having moved beyond race, this kind o f 'racism w ithout racists' 
(Bonilla-Silva 2003) means that processes o f racialisation are still fundamentally 
important in the construction o f these societies.
Just as most case studies o f nationalism find a mixture of civic and ethnic elements, 
most historical and contemporary analyses o f race, including this study, find that 
participants draw on a complex mixture o f biological, cultural and colour-blind 
notions of racialised difference. As has been demonstrated, 'cultural' racism relies on
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a naturalised construction o f difference redolent o f 'scientific' discourses. 
Furthermore, as Robert Young suggests, even during the high-point o f 'biological 
racism' in the nineteenth-century, supposedly scientific racism was 'rarely science at 
all in the modern sense', and those who pioneered it 'established the ir authority by 
allying the ir observations to an already established consensus' based on pre-existing 
cultural blueprints demarcating 'racial' difference (Young 2008, 41). Analysis o f its 
history and application, furthermore, suggest that the boundaries o f biological race 
thinking, and the identities constructed through 'scientific' discourses, were far from 
fixed but, rather, often constructed as shifting and permeable in a way similar to  the 
'cultural' ideas about race that followed (Wade 2002, Young 2008, 41-5).
Therefore, while the language o f race -  its symbolic boundaries and its meanings -  
may shift, this does not necessarily reflect a major shift in the essentialising work 
that is being done or the effects o f this work. That there have been and are different 
ways o f defining race -  cultural, biological, colour-blind, a mixture o f all three -  
confirms that there is nothing fixed about the ways in which race is rendered 
significant in society; but it also confirms the durability o f race and constructions o f 
difference in relation to 'different types o f human bodies' (Winant 2000, 172). To 
some extent this suggests that, as w ith the review o f typologies o f the nation in 
section 2.2.2 above, analyses o f processes o f racialisation should focus on what is 
achieved by these processes rather than the specific content o f the discourses on 
which individuals draw. As Miles argues, in a similar way to  Zimmer (2003) in relation 
to  nationalism, the study o f processes o f racialisation should not focus on the 
content o f the discourses deployed 'but [rather on] the intention and/or 
consequence of any deterministic assertion about group differences' (1989, 351). I 
would agree w ith this but also argue that given the tacit and evasive character of 
cultural and colour-blind racisms it is also crucial to analyse the ways in which the 
exclusionary intentions and/or consequences o f racialised constructions o f self and 
'other' may be legitimised and their racialised character potentially obscured.
A key aim o f this study is therefore to  explore the different, complex processes by 
which the construction o f English identities might be racialised and the ways in
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which these processes are legitimised. The following sections explore theoretical 
perspectives that can help us to  understand the complex ways in which racialised 
identities are constructed regardless o f the particular language used in their 
construction.
2.3.2 Race, ideology, discourse and subjectivities
The concept of race is sometimes described as ideological due to  its apparently 
'false' nature, the 'analytical value [of which]...is determined [only] by its u tility  in 
describing and explaining social processes' underpinned by power inequalities (Miles 
and Brown 2003, 103). While agreeing w ith the centrality of power to  this 
formulation, Stuart Hall has suggested that an ideological perspective on race is 
undermined by its reliance on the notion that there is somehow a 'true ' reality 
beyond the ideological structure. Drawing on Foucault, Hall instead suggests that 
race is discursive, that it 'is a language for talking about a particular kind of 
knowledge about a topic... [which] also limits the other ways in which the topic can 
be constructed' (Hall 1992, 291). Therefore, race is constructed through discourses, 
but as these discourses construct our reality they interfere w ith the possibility of 
ever being able to consider whether something is finally true or false.
Paul Gilroy has made a related argument against the notion that race is somehow a 
false, ideological effect, suggesting that an emphasis on ideological distortion risks 
undermining the legitimacy o f '"race" consciousness [and thus race solidarity] among 
the victims of racism' (1987 cited in Miles and Brown 2003, 7; original emphasis). As 
Knowles suggests, while the category 'Black' was historically constructed as part o f 
the 'racial landscape' o f Western white modernity and racist domination, the 
category 'also had a deep personal resonance in the lives o f those fo r whom it had a 
meaning and who successfully waged political struggles by means of it ' (Knowles 
2003, 30; original emphases). The notion that we are viewing the world through 
some kind o f distorted, racialised ideological lens that can somehow be transcended
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thus presupposes a post-racial world that is currently unimaginable due to  the way 
that discourses o f race help to shape our social identities. As Knowles argues.
Although racial categories are social and political constructs, they are also 
effective in the making o f who we are in the world and what we do in it. They 
operate in the manufacture of identities and in activities composing human 
agency. (2003, 29)
Indeed, the very act o f claiming that race can be or is being transcended in today's 
society, while often well intentioned, risks downplaying the impermeability w ithin 
our lives, at least on a society-wide level, o f race and racism (Winant 2000, 183-4) in 
a way not dissimilar to the phenomenon of colour-blind racism. Therefore, as Brett 
St Louis suggests, rather than denying its existence, the only viable anti-racist option 
in today's racialised society seems to be 'to  inhabit and work w ithin the constraints 
o f ascribed racial being while attempting to  move beyond it towards a freer human 
existence' (St Louis 2009, 560).
In relation to  the debate surrounding ideology, discourse and race, Knowles argues 
that such macro-analytical discussions o f discourses and ideology can lead to  the 
'actual people living in racial orders [taking] on a hollow, puppet like quality' (2003, 
22; original emphasis). As such, the concept o f subjectivity is useful fo r bringing 
people and individuals back into this discussion. For Knowles,
Subjectivity is about modes o f being-in-the world; it is about the forms of 
personhood available to us; and it is about the ways in which the outside 
becomes part o f our inside...and becomes part of who we are and the kinds 
o f relationships we might form. (2003, 31)
Goldberg suggests that racialised discourses are 'interiorised by the individual' and 
'come...to codefine' us as subjects. The actions o f racialised subjects 'are rendered 
meaningful to themselves and others in light o f the values that [racialised] 
discourse...makes available or articulates to  the parties involved' (1993, 57).
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However, this is not a matter o f 'external' racialised discourses determining the 
'forms o f personhood available to  us' and simply being reproduced by individuals. 
Racialised identities are, rather, 'created and recreated through forms of praxis 
composed o f routine activities' (Knowles 2003, 31) and are continually remade 
through this kind o f social process. This construction o f race through social practise 
thus provides opportunities fo r discourses o f race to  shift, though they are always 
necessarily drawn from historical discourses. Ultimately it is therefore people, it is 
racialised subjects, who make race, yet these racialised subjectivities are enabled 
and constrained by racialised discourses, the dominant understandings o f which 
have a regulatory influence over which kinds o f racialised subjects are socially 
intelligible.
A particularly effective theoretical perspective on the enabling, constraining and 
regulatory character of racialised subjectivities is found in Judith Butler's theory of 
performativity. Butler argues that if we accept the idea that categories o f sexuality, 
gender or race are socially constructed and that they only make sense in relation to 
the internal rationalities o f the discourses by which they are constructed, then it is 
only in the social practise o f these differences -  in the ir performative practise, the ir 
doing -  that they are rendered real to people (1990/1999). It is thus through 
performative reiterations o f the self in relation to  social norms 'that subjects 
repeatedly re-enact the discourses through which they are constructed' (Butler 1993 
cited in Byrne 2006, 18). Performativity, then, is 'the reiterative power of discourse 
to  produce the phenomena that it regulates and constrains' (ibid), namely the 
gendered, sexualised and racialised subject.
Drawing on Butler, Bridget Byrne suggests that 'just as one cannot enter social 
processes as an intelligible individual w ithout being a girl or a boy, one cannot be a 
person w ithout having a, similarly embodied, racial identity' (2006, 18). For Butler, 
sex and gender are not 'a material "reality"' (1990/1999, 16) as they cannot be 
experienced prior to  the discourses that create them, and Byrne argues that 'visual 
differences are to  "race" as Butler argues sex is to  gender' (2006, 21). Race is thus 
understood and embodied as if a natural, prediscursive part o f the self, a way o f
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being-in-the-world that appears to  be determined in relation to  naturalised markers 
such as skin colour, and which we may feel compelled to  performatively repeat and 
thus reproduce as if it is an 'in terior essence' o f the self (Butler 1990/1999, xv). Our 
racialised subjectivities are regulated by the norms in relation to which they are 
constructed, w ith the 'normal', valued racialised identity o f dominant identities 
formed in relation to the 'd ifferent', devalued racialised identities o f those who are 
dominated. Thus someone who is positioned as contrary to  the norm may be subject 
to  internalised feelings o f inadequacy or self-recrimination while the dominant 
subject position is valorised as superior and/or simply normal. As will be discussed in 
subsequent sections o f this chapter, this process o f racialised subject formation has 
historically been, and remains to this day, fundamentally associated w ith a 
dominant, normative whiteness.
However, it is crucial to  note that theories o f performativity do not simply paint a 
picture of individuals reiterating rigid, hierarchical, racialised subject positions. As 
Knowles argues, 'The person [or subject] is not finished but constantly made in an 
ongoing set o f social and spatial relationships and dialogues o f practical action' 
(Knowles 2003, 37). While discourses o f race involve the formation and reiteration of 
dominant and dominated racialised subjectivities, a key element o f Butler's theories 
emphasise the potential disruption to the dominant norms that our subjectivities are 
constrained in relation to. Just as language is inherently vulnerable to  its meaning 
being changed, Butler suggests that performatives, in social practise, are inherently 
vulnerable to changes in their meaning. As racialised subjects we are constrained by 
the prior meaning of racialised language and at the same time enabled by the 
inherent potential for the disruption o f these prior contexts. Thus racialised 
'injurious speech' is vulnerable to shifts in its effects 'through radical acts o f public 
misappropriation' (Butler 1997a, 100). Through performative acts o f resignification 
the injurious content of racialised slurs can thus be neutralised or even valorised by 
those at whom it has been spoken (as exemplified by the valorisation o f the word 
'nigger' by some Black Americans). The performative nature o f racialised 
subjectivities thus intrinsically provides a space fo r the possibility o f resistance to 
dominant regulatory narratives of the self and 'other'.
34
Despite this scope for resistance and change, however, at present it remains rarely, if 
ever, possible to  step outside o f our racialised subjectivities into a 'post-race' society. 
As W inant argues, race is 'a relatively impermeable part o f our identities' (2000,184) 
and fo r as long as we are subjectified in relation to  racialised discourses then these 
discourses cannot be fully transcended. This is not to say, however, that processes of 
critique and destabilisation may not be underway. Initially perhaps through relatively 
small-scale interactions, it may be possible to  construct racialised identities in terms 
o f hybridity and fluidity, which emphasise agency over sovereignty, and which thus 
destabilise the hierarchies in relation to which racialised societies and subjectivities 
have historically been configured (this possibility w ill be discussed further in the 
following chapter in relation to  society in England and Gilroy's [2004] discussion o f 
conviviality). A crucial element o f this study will evaluate whether constructions o f 
English identities might not only contribute to  the formation o f racialised differences 
but might also destabilise and challenge hierarchical racialised discourse.
2.3.3 Whiteness Studies
A key outcome of the kind o f approach to social categories and identities taken by 
Butler and others has been to help centre the analysis o f race in relation to  the 
normative, often obscured racialised subjectivities o f individuals categorised as 
'white '. Historically the study of race has been concerned w ith the position o f the 
'other'. As studies into race emerged in predominantly Western universities during a 
tim e of Western global dominance the 'other' in question has invariably been the 
colonial or post-colonial 'other', usually categorised as 'non-white'. As such, the field 
o f race studies, like the discipline o f anthropology before it, has concentrated on the 
study o f the 'exotic other' as representative o f difference. This process has 
positioned the 'us' -  Europe, America, the West or 'w hite ' people -  as the 
'unexamined centre' o f a racialised world (Doane 2003, 7), meaning that studies into 
race have often been guilty o f discussing race and ethnicity in terms o f the 'other', 
and o f positioning (and reproducing the position in wider society of) white people as
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the normative, universal subject. Therefore, a key claim o f whiteness studies is that 
those who are able to  assume a position o f normative 'whiteness' often do not 
consider themselves to  be 'racial' at all and are, from their perspective, racially 
'invisible' in comparison to  the racialised 'other'. As Richard Dyer suggests, the 
power o f whiteness is maintained by it 'being unseen' (1997, 44), and as Doane 
argues, the very '"hidden" nature o f whiteness is grounded in the dynamics of 
dominant group status' (2003, 7). As such, whiteness 'is the unmarked, unnamed 
[racialised] status that is itself an effect o f its dominance' (Frankenberg 1993, 6). 
Those who identify as and are recognised as 'w hite ' in society can assume a 
predominantly unremarked upon and uncritically accepted position w ithin racialised 
hierarchies; they are thus, in Foucaultian terms, the 'normal' racialised subject 
formed in relation to a constellation o f power relations o f which they may be largely 
unaware but from which they can benefit hugely.
However, as Dyer argues, the hidden, unexamined status o f whiteness 'also proves 
[its] greatest weakness, fo r in it lies the desolate suspicion o f non-existence' (1997, 
45). In other words, as a product of the normative, unremarked upon culture 
associated w ith 'dominant group status', 'whites often feel a sense o f culturelessness 
and racelesness' (Doane 2003, 7). The ambivalence inherent in such normative and 
dominant yet concurrently vulnerable white identities means that these identities 
can rarely if ever -  and more rarely still sustainably -  provide a stable sense o f self- 
identity for individuals. Where white subjectivities become problematised and 
marked, as they have been to  a significant extent by anti-racist resistance over a 
period o f centuries, purportedly cultureless white identities can be 'redefined as a 
liability and whites cast as 'victims' despite the continued advantages experienced by 
white people; a process that can thus provide 'a strong base fo r countermobilisation 
and the defence of white privilege' which may 'ironically...advance under the banner 
o f colour blindness' (ibid, 16).
The concept o f whiteness thus seeks to  remedy a theoretical and political blind-spot 
by re-centring and making visible those whose position is often rendered invisible, 
both historically and today, in relation to  racialised discourses. From the perspective
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of Butler's theories o f performativity, whiteness can be seen as the norm in relation 
to which racialised subjectivities are performatively reiterated and regulated. In 
other words, a normative whiteness regulates racialised identities in the same way 
that the 'heteronormative matrix' (Johnson 2005, 11) regulates gendered identities. 
However, as w ith heterosexuality, identification w ith whiteness 'w ill not "work" to 
the extent that the norm is not fully incorporated or, indeed, incorporable' (Butler 
1999, 118). The expectations that some individuals may have that a racialised 
identity will provide effective frameworks for interpreting society and orienting 
themselves w ithin it are inherently problematic and precarious due to  the socially 
constructed (ir)rationalities o f the racialised discourses by which these identities are 
constructed. In particular, whiteness studies perspectives suggest that the 
normalisation o f racialised difference based on hierarchy and exclusion 
fundamentally involves a loss o f sociality between individuals; and regardless o f how 
an individual is categorised in racial terms, this process o f normalisation is always 
constructed in relation to a normative whiteness. Racialised subjectivities premised 
on this process o f exclusion are therefore ripe to the potential fo r disturbances to 
the psyche, whether (to take but two examples) in terms of an angry and fearful 
backlash mentality (as demonstrated by many white people) or in terms o f a 
devalued sense o f self (as demonstrated by many who have experienced white 
racism). As Les Back argues, the concept o f whiteness is 'as good a short-hand as 
any' to  describe 'the nature and dimension o f this damage' to 'our ability to  see, 
hear, feel and understand' those around us who are constructed and positioned 
w ithin racialised discourses as racially different (Back 2009, 156). The task o f 
whiteness studies is therefore to  mark the effects o f whiteness and in the process o f 
doing so ideally destabilise its dominant status.
Further aspects of the field of whiteness studies will be discussed in subsequent 
sections o f this chapter in relation to intersections between whiteness and class and 
later in the following chapter in relation to  English identities.
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2.4 How the fields interlink and contrast
From the perspective o f many w ithin the field o f race studies, discourses relating to 
bounded, discrete national groups are crucially linked to discourses o f race. 'Ethnic 
nationalisms' in particular, w ith the ir language of 'blood and soil' and the association 
between ethnonational belonging and ancestry, might be seen to  have clear parallels 
w ith notions o f racial difference. As Malik suggests, if it is accepted that 'different 
peoples [are] motivated by particular sentiments, unique to themselves, it [is] but a 
short step to view these differences as racial' (1996, 79). Indeed, in the history of 
modern nationalism and the nation-state, as Goldberg argues, race has proved a very 
useful 'conceptual social cement' (2002, 130). Drawing on Foucault, Goldberg 
suggests that in modernity the notion o f race was deployed as a technology 'o f order 
and control' through which the nation-state could variously normalise and 
pathologise different racial 'groups' in contrast to the racial, usually white, national 
norm (2002, 130). While in the colonial era this nationalist process o f racialised 
'othering' was generally orchestrated in relation to the colonial 'o ther' situated away 
from the metropolitan 'homeland' o f the nation (Said 1979, McClintock 1995), in the 
post-colonial West this process has become increasingly constructed around the 
figure of the interloping post-colonial 'm igrant' disrupting the purported 
homogeneity o f the nation-state (Hesse 1993). In the British and English context, 
which will be discussed in more detail in the following chapter, Paul Gilroy argues 
that 'The politics o f "race"...is fired up by conceptions o f national belonging and 
homogeneity which...blur the distinction between "race" and nation' (1987/2002, 
44). Therefore, for Gilroy as w ith many w ithin the field, 'racism and nationalism 
should not be artificially separated' analytically because of the way that they are so 
'routinely and symptomatically articulated together' (Gilroy 1987/2002, xxiii).
This concern with parallels between the construction o f national identities and 
processes o f racialisation is paralleled by many w ithin whiteness studies, most 
notably in Ghassan Hage's analysis o f the Australian 'white nation' (1998). Hage 
argues that being able to  identify as white is crucial to  an unproblematic 
identification as an Australian national. While a position o f whiteness is precarious
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and contingent, if successfully inhabited it can enable the individual to  feel they have 
a right to manage the 'national space' and the non- or less-national 'o ther' w ithin 
this space. For Hage, while any number o f individuals and ethnic groups might feel at 
home and some sense o f belonging in relation to  Australia, it is only white 
Australians who inhabit the nation in relation to  a sense of governmental belonging, 
that is, 'the feeling that one is legitimately entitled...to take a 
governmental/managerial attitude towards others, especially those who are 
perceived to be lesser nationals or non-nationals, to  have a view about who they can 
be and where they can go' (ibid, 46). Individuals categorised as non-white may be 
able to accumulate 'national capital', through, for example, a Christian identity, 
speaking in a particular dialect, in relation to a particular classed location, and so on, 
and thus stake a greater claim for governmental belonging w ithin the nation. From 
another perspective, individuals categorised as white whose classed location is 
devalued and whose national capital is considered to be lacking, may find the ir 
normative racialised position in national society, and the ir sense o f governmental 
belonging, unsettled. Ultimately, however, regardless o f the amount o f national 
capital accumulated, a categorisation as non-white means that an individual can only 
considered as '"like" White Australians' rather than 'naturally' White Australian 
(1998, 61).
In much of the literature on race, therefore, relationships between the concepts of 
nation and race are engaged with through an analysis o f the ways in which 
nationalism and national identities are fundamentally structured by racialised 
difference. W ithin much o f the field o f nationalism studies, however, there is no 
equivalent concern w ith race. Some of the most important works in the field suggest 
that concepts o f 'race' and racialisation are relatively insignificant in the formation 
and reproduction o f nations and national identities, if indeed they feature in these 
accounts at all. For key figures in the field, such as Anthony Smith, the category of 
race is seen to  refer only to 'a social group that is held to  possess unique hereditary 
biological traits that allegedly determine the mental attributes o f the group' (1991, 
21). Anderson meanwhile characterises race as related to hierarchies mobilised in 
the service o f domestic oppression, in contrast to  nationalism's more inclusive,
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demotic character (1983, Chapter Eight). For both theorists there is relatively little  
nuance to  the different effects o f racism, and relatively little  structural role accorded 
to  processes o f racialisation in the production and reproduction o f national 
identities.
Other key works in the field do not refer to  race at all other than in passing, or 
perhaps only in relation to  certain case studies such as that o f Nazi Germany or 
apartheid South Africa (e.g. Breuilly 1993). A particularly remarkable gap in this 
literature relates to  the centrality o f colonial discourses and power-relations in the 
formation o f modern national identities. In Nations as Zones o f Conflict (2005), which 
aims to analyse the ways in which nations are central to world politics historically 
and in the present day, John Hutchinson suggests that in modernity 'A drive for 
world empire and commercial advantages inevitably generated interstate warfare 
that...intensified ethnic differences' and reaffirmed national identities (2005, 165). 
This is no doubt true, but Hutchinson's concentration on interstate, intra-European 
warfare, neglects the important role o f colonialism and racialisation in the formation 
o f national identities during this same period. This elision o f the non-European 
racialised 'other' from the narrative o f European history can be contrasted to 
compelling findings in works o f cultural history by authors such as Said (1978), 
McClintock (1995), Stoler (1995), Hall and Rose (2006) and others. This greater 
critical engagement with associations between race and nation w ithin the field o f 
race studies is particularly useful fo r the purposes o f this study, a point that w ill be 
returned to  in the conclusion to  this chapter.
2.5 Race, nation and...
The stratifications o f race and nation have clear similarities and overlaps, but it is 
also crucial to analyse them in relation to other dimensions o f the social world. 
Racialised and nationalist identities are 'neither experienced nor describable 
independently' o f discourses o f class, gender, sexuality and generation (Spelman 
1988, 176). It is not possible to point to a white or English part o f one's self distinct
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from a working- or middle-class, male or female part o f one's self, because, as 
Spelman argues,
the experience and meaning o f being sorted out along one dimension of 
human identity is very much influenced by the experience and meaning of 
being sorted out along another dimension. This means that even if you are 
sorted out along one dimension w ith others, your experience is nevertheless 
likely to  be different from those others insofar as you are sorted along 
another dimension. (1988,100)
It is therefore crucial not to treat race or nation as discrete categories or identities. 
Instead they should be analysed in relation to the 'multiple axis o f differentiation' 
(Brah and Phoenix 2004, 76) by which they are co-constituted. 'How one form of 
oppression is experienced is influenced by and influences how another form  is 
experienced' (Spelman 1988, 123), and therefore any account o f Englishness that 
aims to  look at how the category is employed in exclusionary ways must take into 
account interrelated and intersecting power relations associated w ith discourses 
that intersect w ith those o f race and nation. The remainder o f this section will give a 
brief overview of im portant intersections involving race, nation and other 
dimensions o f identity before reviewing the relationship that is most im portant for 
the findings presented in this thesis, namely the relationship between a normative 
whiteness and classed distinctions.
The literature from both fields suggests key association between the formation of 
racialised and national identities and discourses o f class, gender and sexuality. As 
discussed in the above review o f the literature o f the field o f nationalism studies, 
many accounts o f nationalism characterise the formation o f nations as an elite- 
driven process, involving the manipulation by the ruling-class o f national symbols 
(Hobsbawm and Ranger 1983, Haseler 1996). Further accounts suggest that the birth 
o f nations involved the (often not consciously achieved) functional or contingent 
construction o f national cultures, again largely by emergent elites, fo r political or 
economic ends (Anderson 1983, Gellner 1983, Smith 1986, Breuilly 1993). From each
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of these perspectives a key pattern that emerges is o f nationalist ideologies or 
discourses absorbing or aiming to  absorb industrial and post-industrial social classes 
and other stratifications w ithin a national culture that reflects elite interests. 
Nationalism is therefore an important way by which the power o f those who are in a 
dominant position within society can be legitimised. Through nationalism, a 
'simplification o f political space' (Laclau and Mouffe 1985, 130) is achieved by which 
political and economic differences and inequalities w ithin the nation-state can thus 
be obscured and politically neutralised behind notions o f national unity.
Processes o f nation-state formation also involved the development o f new ways in 
which the modern subject was constructed in gendered and sexualised terms. As 
Foucault suggests, the nineteenth-century Western nation-state tied 'its future and 
fortune...to the uprightness o f its citizens, to the ir marriage rules and family 
organisation' and to  the 'sexual conduct o f the population' (Foucault 1979, 26). 
George Mosse similarly suggests that modern discourses o f nationhood aimed to 
'reinforce what society consider[s] normal' (Mosse 1982, 222), particularly in relation 
to  notions o f racial and sexual degeneracy and contrasting ideals o f nationalist, 
racialised masculinities (ibid, 229-30). Building on Foucault, Stoler argues that 
discourses of sexuality 'in identifying marginal members of the body politic...have 
mapped the moral parameters o f European nations' (1995, 7). Stoler and others 
have developed Foucault's work on sexuality and the nation in relation to  race and 
the colonial context in which the construction o f 'others' that were simultaneously 
racialised and sexualised have provided some o f the key 'ordering mechanisms' fo r 
society from nineteenth-century colonial societies up until the present day (Stoler 
1995, 9; see also McClintock 1995).
The kind o f morality discussed by Mosse and Foucault was historically constructed 
not only in relation to  the purported sexualised and gendered pathology and 
degeneracy of the racialised 'other' but also in relation to the white working-class 
'other'. In other words, the construction o f the normalised racialised and sexualised 
subject was also the construction o f the normalised middle-class racialised and 
sexualised subject. Nineteenth-century classed discourses, fo r example, put the
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metropolitan industrial working-classes at 'home' within a similar class of 
degenerate or backwardness as the racialised colonial 'other' (Skeggs 1997, 5). 
Studies o f contemporary whiteness have likewise suggested that its privileges remain 
contingent and uneven depending on social class. As Garner suggests, 'whiteness can 
best be grasped as a contingent social hierarchy granting differential access to 
economic and cultural capital, intersecting with, and overlaying' (2006, 264) other 
social stratifications and dimensions o f identity.
France Winddance Twine (1996), for example, finds that mixed-race, middle-class 
women in America who would not be considered white by the hegemonic racialised 
understandings o f American society, develop normative, unmarked racialised 
identities while growing up in predominantly white suburban communities. In the ir 
adolescent and adult lives, however, when leaving the suburbs in which they were 
raised, these women describe how they have gradually become repositioned and 
marked as 'other' in relation to  the dominant racialised norms of American society. 
Just as those widely identified as 'non-white' might sometimes be able to inhabit a 
normative racialised location, from another perspective, those widely considered to 
be 'w hite ' may find the ir position o f racialised invisibility disrupted. As we have seen, 
Hage argues that different classed practises among white Australians are central to 
the accumulation o f the 'national capital' that is required for the construction of 
legitimate and less legitimate, unmarked and marked, racialised positions w ith in the 
racialised, 'white nation' o f Australia (1998). In an ethnography o f inner city Detroit, 
John Hartigan similarly finds that, through classed discourses, the racialised identities 
o f white people are 'policed internally as well as externally' (Hartigan 1999, 31). 
White middle-class residents construct the ir racialised sense of self in a way by which 
they 'distinguish an order o f [working-class] whites definable strictly by 
transgressions o f the social expectations that maintain the unmarked status o f [their 
middle-class] whiteness and facilitate its claim to power and privilege' (ibid, 105).
This positioning of white working-class people by white middle-class people as anti­
modern and backward (Skeggs 2004, 111; Lawler 2012) has clear parallels w ith 
nineteenth-century discourses positioning the white working-classes as degenerate
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and in relation to  which the dominant middle-class, white subject was created. 
Studies such as Hage's and Hartigan's suggest that the process o f marking and 
unmarking whiteness -  in fact, the extent to which middle-class whiteness is 
normative and privileged in its invisibility, and the extent to  which colour-blindness is 
possible -  depends to a significant extent on class, which can 'influence...the way 
''race'' is spoken about, the meanings attached to  it, and the ease w ith which 
racelessness can be invoked' (Garner 2006, 265). As part o f a process o f intra-racial 
classed othering o f working-class whites, the racialised prejudices and privileges of 
white middle-class people are obscured, and the racialised prejudices o f white 
working-class people are highlighted as representative o f white racism generally. The 
literature therefore suggests that studies should, first, analyse and critique the 
racialised and classed perspectives o f white people o f all classes -  though arguably, 
particularly the dominant middle-classes -  and, secondly, concurrently analyse how 
intra-racial class distinctions constructed between those who identify as white create 
the conditions fo r intersecting racialised and classed privilege.
2.6 Conclusion
I approached the analysis w ith an open mind in terms of the theories that I would 
draw on the most. Nationalism studies provides excellent historical analysis and 
comparative studies looking at the rise o f the modern nation, and more recently, 
particularly in relation to  the work o f Michael Billig, Rogers Brubaker, Sinisa 
Malesevic, Jon Fox and others, has provided more critical perspectives on the 
construction of national identities. Furthermore, as discussed in the introduction to  
the thesis, I have a degree of sympathy towards Englishness, and as such, if there 
was any bias in relation to  the two fields' approaches at the start of the project, it 
was, if anything, a bias that favoured the nationalism studies approach; and in 
particular the ethnosymbolist perspective emphasising the malleability and 
progressive potential of national identities. However, while both the fields o f 
nationalism and race studies will be drawn on throughout this thesis, on conducting 
the interviews and analysis I soon found that, at least for the purposes o f answering
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the research questions o f this project, the theoretical and empirical perspectives 
drawn from the race studies literature, were more useful. This was particularly the 
case in relation to  discussions influenced by post-colonial theories suggesting that 
national identities are fundamentally constructed in relation to  discourses o f Vace'; 
the crucial, critical and intersectional perspectives provided by whiteness studies; 
and approaches influenced by post-structuralism, such as Butler's theory of 
performativity, which provide highly effective ways for analysing how racialised 
subjectivities and norms relate to and impact upon identity construction.
The greater applicability o f the field of race studies was primarily a result of the 
strong evidence that emerged from the data o f racialised content in participants' 
constructions of English identities. The theoretical approach taken to  Englishness in 
this thesis might therefore not be as useful or illuminating in relation to other 
national identities, and it may be that the more critical perspectives drawn from race 
studies are particularly helpful in relation to Englishness due to  its historical and 
contemporary associations w ith discourses o f race and whiteness. These associations 
are the subject o f the next chapter.
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Three: English identities and Englishness in the context of 
Nationalism and Race Studies
3.1 Introduction
This chapter will outline and critically review the key similarities and differences o f 
approaches to the study o f English identities that have emerged from the fields o f 
nationalism and race studies discussed in the previous chapter. While nationalism 
studies perspectives tend to  analyse the impact o f shifting state structures and 
nationalist discourses on the construction of English identities, race-centred analyses 
tend to emphasise how modern English identities are constructed in relation to 
colonial discourses o f self and 'other'. An important parallel that emerges from both 
fields' discussions o f Englishness can be found in the way in which it is argued that 
while English identities have historically been experienced as normative and 
unmarked, today this sense o f stability has been unsettled. From a nationalism 
studies perspective it has been suggested that Englishness has been historically 
'hidden' w ithin the folds o f Britishness and the British Empire, perhaps rendering 
English identities difficult to express, renegotiate and resignify in the public sphere 
(e.g. Kumar 2003, Kaufmann 2004a), an issue that is becoming more acute as the 
symbols and salience o f Britishness fall into decline. Many accounts w ith in race 
studies have more o f an emphasis on the relationship between a sense o f 
Englishness as hidden and a normative whiteness. From these perspectives, the 
marking o f a hitherto unmarked racialised status in an increasingly ethnically diverse, 
post-colonial Britain has led to a backlash which has seen the emergence o f an 
embattled sense o f white Englishness (e.g. Gilroy 2004, Skey 2011a).
Related to  the different way in which they emphasise how and why English identities 
have become hidden/unmarked, the tw o fields can be seen to  broadly disagree on 
the political and social desirability o f English identities. Many from a nationalist 
studies perspective express a sympathy fo r Englishness as a political and social
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identity (e.g. Kumar 2004, Aughey 2007). From this perspective Englishness and 
English identities might, or should be politically reinvigorated. Those from race 
studies perspectives, on the other hand, in mind of the evidence o f close ties 
between Englishness and whiteness, are far more wary o f what a reinvigorated white 
Englishness might mean (e.g. Gilroy 2004, Back 2009). From these perspectives, 
other than in some, relatively rare, small-scale social situations in which the 
association between Englishness and a normative whiteness might be unsettled (e.g. 
Back 1996, 123), the notion o f a reinvigorated Englishness is considered to be a 
highly problematic idea politically.
This chapter will look at the two fields in turn, drawing out these key similarities and 
differences in detail, before arriving at a critical conclusion in relation to the 
concerns o f the present study.
3.2 Studies of Englishness within the field of nationalism studies
Both w ithin and outside o f the field o f nationalism studies, many approaches to 
Englishness primarily drawn from historical studies take viewpoints that could be 
described as ethnosymbolist in relation to  the arguments they put forward about an 
enduring and relatively consistent sense o f Englishness over many centuries (Elton 
1992, Langlands 1999, Colls 2002). For many such historians, the development o f a 
sense o f Englishness is accorded a central role in the development o f nationalism. 
The dates o f the origin o f English nationalism vary between the mediaeval and early 
modern periods, but influential works by Hans Kohn (1944), Liah Greenfeld (1992) 
and Adrian Hastings (1997) all, in one way or another, describe England as the 
original, self-determining and popularly-resonant nation, founded, as the form er two 
works in particular argue, in relation to  progressive principles o f liberalism, 
democracy and civic notions o f inclusion.
Studies concerned with more recent manifestations o f English nationalism tend to  
focus on shifts in institutional arrangements, political structures and discourses.
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Many of the key writers concerned w ith Englishness within the field o f nationalism 
studies particularly emphasise the importance to English identities today o f the 
historically dominant position o f the English w ithin Britain and the British Empire. It 
is argued that, at least until recently, Englishness has been culturally and politically 
'hidden' behind a 'broader nationalist or imperial appeal' (Kaufmann 2004a, 1). As 
discussed in the introduction to the thesis, Linda Colley (1992) and Krishan Kumar 
(2003) explain the hidden character o f Englishness in relation to its submergence 
within discourses o f Britishness and Empire between the eighteenth and twenty-first 
centuries. Kumar argues that while there have been English identities dating back 
centuries, Englishness itself was never manifested in political or state-based forms 
and never understood as pertaining to a nation-stote. English identities were thus, 
Kumar suggests, not understood or expressed as national identities as such (2003, 
196). For Kumar, such was the extent to which Englishness has been submerged 
within the imperial mission associated w ith Britishness that there remains no English 
national identity that can be easily expressed today.
However, despite this predominance of Britishness, gradually in the twentie th- 
century, as Colley argues, 'many o f the components o f Britishness have faded', most 
notably in relation to  ideas o f imperial supremacy, protestant militancy, and endemic 
warfare and conflict w ith continental Europe (Colley 1992, 374). Therefore, a sense 
o f British particularity has declined. Furthermore, the devolution o f Northern Ireland, 
Scotland and Wales has perhaps institutionally destabilised the Union. Recent survey 
studies have found that among the population o f England this apparent decline of 
Britishness and destabilisation o f the Union has been paralleled by an increased 
interest in and identification w ith Englishness over Britishness (Heath et al 2007). 
However, a combination o f the dominance of England w ithin the Union and the 
historical submergence of Englishness w ithin the folds o f Britishness means that, in 
contrast to the other nations o f the Union, there are no specifically English political 
institutions -  such as an English parliament -  or specifically English nationalist 
parties. While British, Scottish or Welsh identities can be struggled over and 
redefined more clearly in the public sphere, there are fewer opportunities fo r such 
debates in relation to  a category that, despite England's continued political,
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economic and cultural domination of the UK, has little  institutional basis outside of 
international team sports. As the relevance o f Britishness today has been put under 
question and Englishness has come to the fore, it may be that no one is sure what a 
(re)emerging Englishness might mean or how it can be expressed, or even discussed, 
politically.
This 'hidden' position of Englishness in a British and imperial context has, argues 
Aughey, led to  the development and expression o f 'anxieties' in relation to  the 
'vagueness o f being English' (2007, 88). An upshot o f this is the emergence of an 
anxious Englishness understood by those who identify w ith it as problematic, or even 
as somehow having been 'forbidden'. This view has been reviewed and analysed 
very effectively in Arthur Aughey's discussion o f the contemporary 'anxieties of 
Englishness' (2007, 93-100), and can be found in the writing o f academics, social 
commentators, think-tanks and journalists alike (e.g. Scruton 2000, Kingsnorth 2008, 
Kenny 2012). As discussed in the introduction to  this thesis, this kind of pattern has 
also been found to be commonplace in numerous recent studies among white 
research participants who suggest that they 'come from nowhere' (Department for 
Education and Skills 2007, 30), are 'cultureless' (Hewitt 2005, 126) and might be 
described as having an 'identity deficit' (Wetherell 2008, 310)
One response to these anxieties o f Englishness w ithin the field o f nationalism studies 
and beyond has been the theorisation o f ways in which Englishness can perhaps be 
reinvigorated and brought into the mainstream of political life. Bryant, fo r example, 
has argued that a 'prudent' political strategy fo r dealing w ith the divided and 
ambivalent position of England and the English w ith in the UK may be to bring 
Englishness into the political, institutional mainstream by introducing 'English votes 
on English matters' (Bryant 2008), just one of several suggestions that Englishness 
should be taken on politically and engaged w ith for fear o f acceding ownership of 
the identity to  the far-right (see also Blunkett 2005, Denham 2012, Kenny 2012). 
Such perspectives are thus often openly positive about the political potential of 
Englishness, something that can also be found in academic studies such as those o f 
Aughey (2007) and Colls (2002), both o f whom emphasise the potential inclusiveness
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of Englishness, arguing that historically and today people w ith very broad political 
sentiments, on the left and right, liberal and conservative, have identified their 
politics with Englishness. Kumar even concludes his study o f Englishness, in which he 
suggests that the English have never tru ly been a nation, by arguing that they 
certainly should become a nation, and that English nationalism 'newborn' should 
'show the world that nationalism need not mean only narrowness and intolerance' 
(2003, 273).
This concern w ith finding a place for English nationalism in the contemporary UK 
thus, to  some extent, reflects the perspectives o f theorists o f nationalism such as 
Smith (1991) and Hutchinson (2005) who, as discussed in the previous chapter, tend 
to  accept to some extent a nationalist understanding of the world. This perspective 
takes the nation as a given unit o f analysis rather than critiquing it in the more 
critical way advocated by many w ithin race studies and by some o f those w ith in the 
field o f nationalism studies itself such as Billig (1995) or Brubaker (Brubaker et al. 
2006).
However, some Marxist-inspired history from within the field has critiqued both the 
notion of a historical Englishness formed in relation to progressive democratic 
politics and the ideas relating to  progressive potential o f Englishness today. In The 
Break Up o f Britain (1977) Tom Nairn argues that the stifling class structure of 
modern England has delimited English nationalism's concern w ith popular politics 
and notions of liberty and equality, instead leading to the formation of a 'patrician 
political' state and 'government by gentlemen' (cited in Aughey 2007, 68). Stephen 
Haseler's The English Tribe (1996) owes much to Hobsbawm and Ranger's (1983) 
notion o f 'invented traditions', arguing that increasingly popular ideas about liberty 
and democracy in modernity led to the nineteenth-century English elite inventing a 
nationalist ideology to  protect their privileges (1996, 23). This was, however, what 
Haseler terms a 'non-ideological ideology' as it was not formed in relation to  popular 
political action o f any kind, but was, rather, deeply conservative, and constructed in 
relation to a trin ity  o f 'land, class and race' (Haseler 1996, 20-23). From both Nairn 
and Haseler's perspectives, modern English identities were therefore constructed in
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relation to reactionary elitist politics aimed at petrifying power structures and 
inhibiting the emergence of a progressive democratic culture and institutions. Thus 
while working-class people have historically developed configurations o f Englishness 
that are resistant and oppositional to class structures (Thompson 1963), it is argued 
that these English identities have always been finally absorbed w ithin conservative 
power structures and/or fundamentally distinguished from the dominant, elite 
Englishness o f the ruling class. This view is supported by data from a recent study by 
Robin Mann (2012) suggesting that English identities remain fundamentally divided 
along these classed lines, w ith many white working-class people in England 
constructing English identities that they consider to  be alien to and irreconcilable 
w ith the Englishness o f upper-class people. Englishness may therefore perhaps never 
have been effectively mobilised, and may never be mobilisable, in the unified, 
inclusive and progressive way that many English nationalists and theorists o f the 
nation might suggest (and/or desire).
As the following section demonstrates, those w ithin 'race' studies tend to be closer 
to  this latter, more critical perspective on Englishness. While similar patterns o f 
problematic and anxious expressions of Englishness have been found in studies 
focusing on race and Englishness, these studies have less o f a focus on political 
structures and discourses in terms of institutions and more o f an emphasis on the 
fundamentally important place of discourses o f race in the construction o f English 
identities.
3.3.1 Englishness and race studies
Approaches to English identities w ithin the field o f race studies have been 
significantly influenced by post-colonial theory. Post-colonial perspectives on 
Englishness suggest that, in the latter half o f the twentieth-century, English identities 
became bound up with racialised reactions to  post-war, post-colonial migration; 
reactions which involved the redeployment o f well established colonial distinctions 
onto England's population (Hesse 1993, Gilroy 2004, Tyler 2012). Studies influenced
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by post-colonial theory make the crucial argument that this migration, while 
involving significant changes to the demography o f England and Britain, must be 
viewed in relation to  the historical relationship between colonialism and racialised 
and nationalist constructions o f self and 'other' in Britain. Therefore the docking of 
the Empire Windrush in 1948 was not a 'discrete moment' o f settlement or of 
disruption to  an indigenous, white English culture (Hesse 1993, 168); it was, rather, 
part o f a much longer, interweaving history inextricably linking the racialised and 
national identities o f the population of England to the lives of colonised populations. 
As Brah argues, post-colonial migration to  Britain was 'largely a direct result o f the 
history o f colonialism and imperialism of the previous centuries' (1996, 36), and from 
the kinds of post-colonial perspectives adopted w ithin many in race studies the same 
is said o f modern English and British national identities. As Stuart Hall beautifully 
observes,
they don't grow [tea] in Lancashire you know... [and] what does anybody in the 
world know about an English person except that they can't get through the day 
w ithout a cup o f tea?... There is no English history w ithout that other history. 
(1997,147)
Despite these clear historical links between England, Britain and colonised 
populations, racially coded immigration controls developed from the 1950s sought 
to  reduce post-colonial migration -  or more specifically 'non-white' post-colonial, 
migration -  and/or alter the residency status o f post-colonial migrants and the ir 
children (Solomos 2003, Chapter Three; Fox et al 2012). Political debates on post­
colonial migration that emerged in the 1950s focused on the purported 'effect of 
Black immigration on the racial character o f the British people and on...national 
identity' and thus on reinforcing 'a racialised construction o f Britishness' (Solomos 
1995,161).
Significant shifts in government policies on race have nevertheless occurred in 
Britain, in large part due to  the resistance to  racism among those who are on the 
receiving end, resistance perhaps most famously exemplified by the 'rio ts ' or
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'uprisings' of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries, but also in relation 
to  hard-fought campaigns such as that surrounding the 1993 murder o f Stephen 
Lawrence. Numerous state-sponsored reports and government acts aiming to 
address racism and inequalities have made headway in undercutting racism, in legal 
and more tacit, 'institutional' terms, though at the same time they have been part o f 
a pattern in which there has been a clear 'disjuncture between...objectives 
and...actual impact' (Solomos 2003, 85). Furthermore, such advances have generally 
been accompanied by fierce, often racialised, anti-migrant policies and rhetoric (ibid. 
Chapter Three), something reflected in recent survey research suggesting that while 
racism may have declined there remains an 'overwhelming hostility to...m igration' 
w ithin the UK (McLaren & Johnson 2007; see also Blinder 2012).
Shifts in migration policies and domestic 'race relations' management have 
interlinked w ith shifting state strategies fo r 'managing' ethnic and racial identity 
politics, shifts analysed in depth w ithin the field o f race studies. Early state strategies 
relating to  post-war, post-colonial migration were premised on a vague, somewhat 
passive, assimilatory model. However, the realisation that 'the "m elting-pot" doesn't 
melt, and that ethnic and racial divisions get reproduced from generation to 
generation' (Anthias and Yuval-Davis 1992, 158) contributed to  a reconsideration of 
this approach. Influenced by models developed in North America and Australia, the 
assimilatory model was, to some extent, superseded by ideas about multiculturalism. 
Multicultural policies aim to  enable positive self-identification fo r m inority ethnic 
'groups', often involving their cultural and/or institutional recognition by the state, 
thus legitimising a 'right to be different'. Although multicultural policies in the UK 
have only been implemented very unevenly (for example, in relation to education 
policy [DfES 2007, 7]), multicultural ideas are today widely discredited in mainstream 
political discussion.
A key criticism (from the right and left) relates to  the legitimisation and 
institutionalisation through multiculturalism of ideas about bounded, sealed ethnic 
communities (Anthias and Yuval-Davis 1992, Vertovec 1996, Alibhai-Brown 2000). 
Related to this, many on the left have criticised multicultural policies and ideas for
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disrupting inter-ethnic unity and deflecting attention from issues o f economic and 
political inequality (Kymlicka 2010, 98-9; see also Gilroy 1990). Multiculturalism 's 
focus on the largely symbolic, cultural recognition o f difference has thus given rise to 
situations such as the one described by Anthias and Yuval-Davis, who suggest that 
multicultural policies in the UK mean that 'Asian religious groups or a scheme set up 
to promote, for example, African drumming would have a stronger chance of survival 
than, say, a group concerned w ith the treatm ent of young West Indians in police 
detention' (1992,182).
In much o f the media, and in much mainstream political thought, it has been argued 
that a particularly damaging effect o f multiculturalism has been its alleged role in 
weakening social solidarity and British national identity thanks to  its legitimation o f a 
purported increase in ethnic segregation (Goodhart 2004, Phillips 2005). These 
arguments have contributed to  numerous, repeated declarations about 'the death of 
multiculturalism ', many o f which, particularly those from mainstream political 
perspectives, suggest or imply that a move towards a new model of 
integration/assimilation is required. Such arguments are, furthermore, invariably 
accompanied by fierce anti-migration rhetoric (Goodhart 2004, Cameron 2011, 
Milliband 2012; see Back et al 2002 for an analysis o f this return to assimilatory 
discourse).
Overall, then, despite many advances and setbacks and various shifts in the 
emphasis and strategies o f state management o f ethnic relations, as discussed in the 
introduction to this thesis, analysis from a race studies perspective suggest that 
English and British society remains significantly structured by racialised inequalities. 
Furthermore, as Solomos suggests, despite considerable, positive, albeit uneven and 
fluctuating changes, the racialised boundaries o f Englishness in particular 'are still 
largely unquestioned' (2003, 253). The Parekh Report famously argues that 
Englishness, more than Britishness, has 'systematic, largely unspoken, racial 
connotations' and is thus 'racially coded' as white (Runnymede Trust 2000, 38). For 
many people who are not white, however, the relationship between Englishness and 
race is more explicit, w ith English identities understood as being 'based on
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indigeneity and mythical purity...[and] synonymous with "Whiteness"' (Ifekwunigwe 
1999, xiii).
Qualitative, largely ethnographic and interview, research has explored the 
association between Englishness and 'race' in depth. Les Back's ethnography o f a 
London area seems to  validate the perspectives o f the Parekh Report and Jayne 
Ifekwunigwe, demonstrating how Englishness, whiteness and racism can form  'an 
interrelated ideological triangle' to  the exclusion o f non-white and migrant 
populations (1996, 135). Back confirms Gilroy's (1987/2002) earlier suggestion that, 
fo r many, 'blackness and Englishness are viewed at best as problematic and at worst 
as mutually exclusive' (Back 1996,148). More recently Bridget Byrne's study o f white 
mothers in London describes the 'enduring racialisation o f Englishness' (2006, 142) in 
which white English identities can be related to 'an unacknowledged [racialised] 
norm or position o f privilege' (ibid, 140). Byrne argues that a performatively 
constructed, normative whiteness 'lies at the heart of Englishness', and that a feeling 
o f 'narrowness' or 'emptiness' in relation to  identifications as English reflects the 
perspective on 'invisible' dominant identities that this kind o f racialised subjectivity 
can enable (ibid, 166).
Michael Skey's research similarly supports the idea o f English identities constructed 
in relation to race. He suggests that many white English identifiers consider 
themselves to be the 'proper English', a status that provides them w ith a sense o f 
privileged belonging w ithin England (2010). An association between English identities 
and a sense o f ontological security, by which the world is experienced as more 
manageable, predictable and stable, means that 'the boundary between in- and out- 
group(s) must be carefully maintained [by white people] in order to establish a 
homely space in which those who "belong" can feel secure' (Skey 2010, 725). 
However, the sense o f ontological security that Skey's participants associate w ith 
Englishness is fe lt to be disturbed by the disrupting presence in England o f the 
racialised 'other' (Skey 2010, 2011b). Therefore, white people, often through talk o f 
Englishness, aim to  reassert 'the dominant group's identity', and as part o f this a
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sense of ontological security, 'in the face o f (perceived) challenges' provided by the 
non-English 'other' (Skey 2010, 730).
Robin Mann likewise finds 'a common-place tendency to define Englishness in 
opposition to local multi-ethnicity...through reference to the presence or absence of 
"other" peoples, cultures and ethnicities' (2011, 116). Mann's respondents suggest 
that the archetypal 'English place' is predominantly white and 'defined as one which 
has little  in the way of a visible m inority presence' (ibid, 119). Although, fo r these 
participants, 'English and Englishness referred to  community and togetherness, 
exemplified by people getting on and getting to  know each other' (ibid, 121), it is 
specifically in relation to 'local "non-English" others' that 'the breakdown' o f this 
community is exemplified (ibid, 122). However, Mann's findings also suggest a 
degree of complexity to these racialised constructions o f Englishness. He suggests 
that 'various sets of meanings are available to people' in relation to English identities 
(2011, 117), not all o f which are as starkly exclusionary as his other findings suggest. 
In a later subsection some important, alternative, potentially more inclusive and 
progressive manifestations o f Englishness found by Mann and others will be 
explored.
3.3.1 Class, whiteness and Englishness
As discussed in the previous chapter, studies o f race and racism often take 
approaches that are intersectional, thus taking other dimensions o f identity into 
account. This section will review some important studies of Englishness w ith in the 
field of race studies that analyse intersections between class and racialised English 
identities.
White working-class racism has been of interest to many researchers o f race in 
England, particularly in urban environments. Les Back describes how, on a London 
housing estate, the 'cultural and racial "difference" o f new tenants is construed to 
explain the falling standards o f housing provision and the decline o f general living
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conditions' (Back 1996, 42). W ithin this context a white Englishness is mobilised in 
relation to  the idea o f a pre-migration 'golden age' for the estate (ibid, 46). In 
London's docklands, Phil Cohen (1997) similarly finds white working-class portrayals 
o f 'beleaguered' Englishmen campaigning for 'rights for whites' in reaction to  the 
perceived invasion o f white te rrito ry  by Bangladeshi migrants.
Many recent studies suggest that such racialised identities are being constructed by 
white working-class people in relation to  the multicultural discourses and ideas 
about bounded ethnic and cultural communities discussed in the previous section. 
There is a perception, as Alibhai-Brown (2000) argues, that multiculturalism is only 
about 'ethnic minorities' and does not take the majority into account. The 
perception is thus o f an 'asymmetrical multiculturalism ' that recognises and 
celebrates m inority culture while the culture o f the ethnic majority is muted 
(Kaufmann 2004b, 293). As Gillian Evans (2007) and Roger Hewitt (2005) find in 
ethnographies o f predominantly white working-class areas o f London, multicultural 
ideals o f group-centred cultural and political rights, combined w ith a decline in the 
legitimacy of class politics, have contributed to situations in which white English 
identities are being mobilised by white working-class people in relation to  a desire 
for political and individual recognition. This view o f culture and identity through the 
prism of multicultural 'group' recognition and rights thus encourages racialised 
interpretations o f politics and society, and often through the deployment o f a white 
Englishness.
Recent years have also seen an increased focus in the literature on relationships 
between whiteness and racialised middle-class English identities. While white 
middle-class people often express anti-racist principles, research suggests that, in 
practise, many draw on tacitly racialised understandings o f the social world that are 
ultimately no less racialised or racist than those o f white working-class people. 
Grillo's (2005) study o f white middle-class people's campaigns surrounding migration 
in Brighton finds evidence for substantially racialised anti-migrant feeling, a pattern 
borne out in recent survey evidence suggesting that, despite common 
misconceptions, 'those w ith better incomes, better education and higher-status
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occupations are just as hostile to  immigration as the ir low-status counterparts' 
(McLean and Johnson 2007, 721). Les Back similarly finds that in white middle-class 
dominated sites such as some university campuses, there is little  evidence fo r the 
disruption o f dominant racialised discourses that many may associate w ith this kind 
of middle-class environment (1996, 168). In interviews w ith white middle-class 
mothers in Clapham -  an ethnically diverse, middle-class area o f South London -  
Bridget Byrne (2006) finds a complex pattern of intersecting racialised and classed 
preferences regarding the raising o f children. In matters such as getting a good, 
racial 'mix' at school, Byrne finds that her participants mark non-white children and 
the ir families as highly visible, classed and racialised, and as a potentially undesirable 
presence in the ir child's education (2006, 119-30). While these white middle-class 
parents ostensibly reject racism, they thus nevertheless make important decisions 
about their children's upbringing that are very much based on racialised concerns.
White racism is thus not simply the preserve o f marginalised and disaffected white 
working-class people. However, as Lyn Thomas suggests, it is common fo r people in 
England to 'throw  up the ir hands in horror at "white working-class racism'" while 
middle-class 'racisms remain unexamined' (2012, 110). Ultimately, as Tyler argues, 
the evidence from the literature suggests that the only difference between many 
middle- and working-class constructions o f racialised difference is that sometimes 
'W hite middle-class discourses on racialised Others are expressed in more subtle 
ways and idioms than those typically articulated by some White working-class 
people... [But] the distinction between their racialised discourses is to  be found in 
the differing content of ideas' rather than in any fundamental disparity in the extent 
to which they are prejudiced (Tyler 2012, 212).
As the previous chapter's discussion o f intersections between class and whiteness 
highlighted, the literature from America in particular (e.g. Hartigan 1999) suggests 
that the positioning o f white working-class people as the repositories o f white racism 
by white middle-class people is a crucial way in which dominant, white middle-class 
identities are legitimised and their racialised character obscured. It is no surprise 
that this pattern is also very much in evidence in England, a country notorious fo r its
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class 'system'. From a recent study produced by Robin Mann (2012) focusing on 
white middle-class perspectives, the evidence is that English national identities are 
often associated on the one hand w ith ideas about working-class 'ruffians' and 
'hooligans', and on the other w ith ideas about an upper-class dominated, rigid and 
outdated class system; a combination which severely inhibits the potential for the 
development o f popular, cross-class English identities. White working-class people 
may even be defined in racialised terms by middle-class people and positioned as if 
'another marginalised ethnic m inority' understood in terms of race and 'presented 
as a lost tribe on the wrong side o f history' (Jones 2011, 8). For many white middle- 
class people, and much of the British media, problematic associations w ith white 
identities in England related to racism and anti-migrant feeling are thus portrayed as 
specifically white 'working-class problems' (Lawler 2012, 412).
A crucial task fo r academics drawing on whiteness studies and critical approaches to 
the study of class is therefore to ensure that white working-class people are not 
overburdened w ith the responsibility for racism in today's society. On the contrary, a 
key aim of this study is to analyse the ways in which white middle-class people 
construct racialised English identities and the ways in which dominant classed 
perspectives interrelate w ith and potentially obscure dominant racialised 
perspectives.
3.3.2 Vacated, multicultural and convivial English identities
A key question o f this thesis relates to the progressive, anti-essentialist potential o f 
English identities. It is therefore also crucial to review the literature on race and 
Englishness which suggests that the relationships between Englishness, whiteness 
and racialised hierarchies might in some instances be disrupted. A key pattern found 
in recent studies suggests that many white people in England are withdrawing from 
the option o f identifying as English. Among young people in England Steve Fenton 
finds a 'rejection o f nationalism which is presented as continuous w ith a rejection o f 
all "labelling" categories including racial ones' in favour of individualist, more
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cosmopolitan identities (2007, 33). Byrne (2006) and Back (1996) similarly find that 
some white participants in the ir studies are 'evading' or 'vacating' English identities 
due to  negative historical associations and the association o f Englishness w ith white 
racism. Mann (2012) likewise finds a 'disengagement' w ith Englishness among his 
participants in contrast to more inclusive, 'civic' conceptions o f Britishness. Such is 
the extent to which English identities are constructed in relation to discourses of 
'class, imperialism, exclusivity and xenophobia' that this limits the extent to which 
many white participants in his study feel able to  'identify w ith "English" as a 
collective category' (Mann 2012, 488).
These apparently problematic expressions o f Englishness are also found by Susan 
Condor, who suggests that many white English identifiers 'routinely' treated 'talk 
about "this country" as a normatively accountable matter-of-prejudice' (2000, 181). 
For Condor's participants, English identities are expressed or inhabited 
problematically by individuals who do not wish to appear racist or nationalist for 
reasons o f social desirability. Even among participants who fe lt positively about 
Englishness, Condor finds that 'it  was quite common' for their accounts 'to  be 
prefaced with disclaimers, or...expressed as if apologetically' (Condor 2000, 189). 
Condor concludes that there is an element o f shame towards her study's 
participants' English identities and that.
In the light of...widespread representations o f the nation...as essentially 
characterized by extreme forms o f hostile nationalism, ethnocentrism and 
xenophobia, it is understandable that, in the course o f presenting themselves 
as both rational and tolerant, speakers found it necessary to  implicitly or 
explicitly distinguish their own voice from that o f their compatriots, (ibid, 
192)
However, evidence is also found in the literature for less problematically expressed 
English identities that might problematise the association between Englishness and 
racialised hierarchies. A study by Condor and colleagues has found that fo r many 
white participants the ir English identities are defined in relation to  whiteness but not
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in ways by which Englishness is accorded a privileged place over other ethnicities in 
England (Condor et al 2006, 129-130). Belatedly, fo r non-white interviewees in the 
same study who do not identify as English, the absence 'o f a personal sense of 
English ethnic identity did not necessarily imply a sense of social exclusion' (ibid, 
140-42). A recent article by Robin Mann supports the notion that an English identity 
w ith white boundaries is not necessarily predicated on hierarchical racialised 
perspectives, arguing that the category English can be 'treated as one 
of...many...ethnicities w ithin a multiethnic national space...Thus the use o f the term 
English to  refer to  white majority people is not, in itself, incompatible with 
multicultural political projects' (2011,125). These studies seem to suggest that while 
a white Englishness may evidently be racialised, the absence of racialised hierarchies 
in these constructions suggest that such white English identities may not necessarily 
be racist.
These latter findings suggest the potential for a separation o f Englishness from 
notions o f belonging and citizenship. As Englishness is separated from the 
institutions o f state, it may be that an exclusionary sense o f Englishness does not 
affect more general understandings o f belonging. In other words, perhaps unlike 
more clearly state-centred, citizenship-based national identities (such as 
Americanness, Frenchness or Britishness) it may be possible to  exclude someone 
from Englishness based on race yet not relate this process o f 'othering' to  a more 
general sense o f belonging w ithin England. Therefore, if Englishness is not a 
privileged identity w ithin England then this begs the question o f to  what extent 
constructions o f exclusionary racialised English identities matter? A crucial part o f 
the thesis will thus involve analysing not only whether racialised boundaries are 
constructed in relation to Englishness but also whether racialised English identities 
are predicated on privilege and hierarchy.
However, by proposing the idea, as Condor and Mann tentatively do, that the 
association of whiteness w ith Englishness does not necessarily lead to  wider ideas 
about exclusion, a danger is that this will close down the legitimacy o f more complex 
English identities that appear to unsettle the associations between whiteness and
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Englishness. Condor and colleagues, for example, also find that some British Asian 
participants adopt an English identity for apparently strategically subversive ends in 
reaction to  the category's white status and ethnically exclusionary history (Condor et 
al 2006,150). Les Back (1996) finds that an ethnic 'm ix' in an area o f London provides 
people w ith greater opportunities to  negotiate and disrupt taken fo r granted 
identities. This can lead to  'cultural syncretism' and new forms o f hybrid identities, 
particularly among working-class youth, regardless o f the ir ethnic background (ibid, 
123; 158). Thus while, as discussed earlier in this section. Back's study finds a clear 
relationship in some contexts between English identity and racism, his findings also 
suggest that, among some London youth, reinterpretations o f Englishness as 
multiracial 'have reached advanced stages o f development' (ibid, 150). Paul Gilroy 
has similarly discussed evidence for the emergence o f hybrid urban identities that 
reject essentialist evaluations, and has recently expressed cautious hope, particularly 
through struggles and resignifications o f Englishness in popular culture and sport, for 
'the belated prospect of being recognised as being both black and English' (2008, 
195).
The kinds o f urban English identities described by Back and Gilroy can be seen as 
formed in relation to what Gilroy terms 'conviviality'. Convivial culture refers to  'the 
processes o f cohabitation and interaction that have made multiculture an ordinary 
feature o f social life in Britain's urban areas' (Gilroy 2004, xi). As Michael Keith 
suggests, 'the multicultural nature' o f the 'the twenty-first century city...disrupts the 
national political settlement analytically and challenges the straightforward sense of 
a national culture ethically' (2004, 265). The multicultural urban situation o f the 
present study's fieldwork may therefore have an important impact on participants 
challenging notions o f a homogenous, racialised Englishness both empirically and 
ethically.
The relationship between urban context and the unsettling o f race should not, 
however, be exaggerated. Examples of reflexive challenges to  dominant discourses 
o f whiteness have been found in studies o f racialised and national identities in rural 
areas w ith almost exclusively white populations (Tyler 2003, 2012), suggesting that
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the notion that anti-racist English identities are an urban phenomenon can be 
overplayed. Furthermore, several studies already discussed above (e.g. Byrne 2006, 
Evans 2007) have demonstrated that for many white people living in highly diverse 
urban areas there is little  opportunity and/or desire fo r the kind of cultural 
syncretism and hybrid identities discussed by Back and Gilroy.
It is, furthermore, important to note that, whether developed in working- or middle- 
class, urban or rural contexts, apparently more multiracial, open and fluid identities 
and convivial cultures are not themselves necessarily free o f essentialist 
constructions o f difference. Les Back's study again provides evidence fo r this in 
relation to  the exclusion o f Vietnamese migrants from new, syncretic forms of Black 
and white working-class youth culture (1996, 63-68). A study by Ray and colleagues 
similarly finds that in multiethnic urban areas o f England 'recent migrant groups 
were excluded' by white and Black residents alike (2008, 131). Their study finds that 
new discourses o f 'moral racism' in which 'values' -  particularly the purported values 
of Muslims and new migrants -  and not skin colour are increasingly deployed in the 
construction o f essentialist difference. These findings suggest a 'm ultip licity of 
understandings of difference and sameness' in multiethnic neighbourhoods which 
'displace a framework of difference in terms of a binary m ajority/m inority model' 
(ibid, 132). Therefore, although historically differentiated individuals might in some 
social contexts identify w ith one another more closely than in the past and may be 
constructing new, 'convivial' cultures, this process o f identity formation may also 
involve new, but familiar, processes o f exclusion. As Gilroy has warned, the 
construction of fluid, multiethnic identities does not necessarily involve a 
straightforward destabilisation of hierarchies, but may, rather, involve 'the pursuit o f 
more complex and highly-differentiated ways o f fixing and instrumentalising culture 
and difference' (1987/2002, xiv).
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3.4 Conclusion
Overall, as w ith the previous chapter, I would again argue that, w ithin the context of 
the key research questions o f this thesis, the more critical perspectives found within 
the field o f race studies are more useful for the study o f English identities. This is of 
course in part by virtue o f the core research questions themselves, concerned as 
they are w ith the extent to  which Englishness is racialised. More generally, however, 
nationalism studies tend to  take relatively uncritical, sometimes essentialist, 
perspectives in which Englishness and English identities are posed unproblematically 
as the given unit o f analysis. While such an approach may be appropriate fo r some 
macro-historical and political studies, I would argue that it is not appropriate fo r an 
in-depth sociological study such as this one which explores how English identities are 
being constructed. In particular, the emphasis in race studies on the relationship 
between Englishness and whiteness appears to have more explanatory power in 
relation to  contemporary anxieties o f Englishness than the emphasis found in 
nationalism studies on the normative place of Englishness in a British or imperial 
context. While both approaches highlight the symptoms and consequences o f an 
Englishness that is experienced as if  'hidden', in my view the most persuasive 
analysis o f this phenomenon emerges from race studies' perspectives. The evidence 
suggests that anxious expressions o f an 'invisible' Englishness relate more to  the 
perceived culturelessness o f normative white subjectivities than to  anxieties over the 
place o f England and the English w ithin the UK. As will be demonstrated in the 
empirical chapters o f this thesis, this analysis is reaffirmed and developed further by 
the present study's findings.
The more critical emphasis w ithin the field o f race studies also encourages a greater 
focus on the importance o f exclusionary power-relations in the formation o f national 
identities, particularly those that have the ir roots in colonial histories. Some within 
nationalism studies presume that national identities can represent all political 
viewpoints and are fundamentally, politically malleable. Thus it is argued that 
Englishness is open to any number of interpretations (Colls 2002, Aughey 2007), and 
'newborn' may be constructed and reasserted as ethnically and politically diverse
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(Kumar 2003, 273). In contrast, the approaches to  Englishness taken w ith in race 
studies encourage a greater degree o f scepticism and caution when it comes to 
advocating this kind of reassertion or reinvigoration of Englishness. While there is 
some evidence that the association between whiteness and Englishness is being 
unsettled there is also a great deal of evidence to suggest that any such reassertion 
would risk the reinvigoration, reinforcement or reconfiguration o f racialised and 
classed power-relations. As Gilroy suggests.
Nationhood is not an empty receptacle which can be simply and 
spontaneously filled with alternative concepts according to the dictates of 
political pragmatism. The ideological theme of national belonging may be 
malleable to some extent but its links w ith the discourses o f classes and 
'races' and the organisational realities o f these groups are not arbitrary. 
(1987/2002, 60)
One of the key ways in which this thesis aims to move the discussions reviewed in 
this chapter forward is by exploring the evidence and/or potential fo r English 
identities that are constructed in ways that might destabilise historical associations 
between Englishness and racialised hierarchies; and to  do so in a way that is mindful 
o f other dimensions o f identity, particularly in relation to class. The following chapter 
details the methodology employed for these aims.
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Four: The Methodology
4.1 Introduction
Fieldwork consisted o f semi-structured qualitative interviews w ith forty-one 
participants. Following each interview participants were asked whether they would 
like to  take part in a second interview. Participants who agreed were given a 
disposable camera and asked to  take photographs o f what they fe lt 'represented 
Englishness' prior to  a second interview in which the photographs were discussed 
and some further questions asked influenced by initial analysis o f the first interview. 
Eighteen participants took part in second interviews, thus making a tota l interview 
count o f fifty-nine.
In this chapter I will discuss the reasons for this research design, how the fieldwork 
went in practise and the process o f analysis that followed. The first section will 
discuss why an approach involving qualitative interviews was appropriate, prior to  a 
section discussing the site o f the study, an area o f South London. I will then discuss 
issues o f recruitment and how the interviews went in practise. These sections 
include discussions o f difficulties and methodological challenges that arose during 
fieldwork. The final section describes the process o f analysis that took place 
following completion o f the fieldwork.
4.2 A methodological note on how Englishness and English identities are 
conceptualised in this study
This study is not an ethnography o f national, racial and ethnic identities in England 
but, rather, a study concerned w ith how and whether people construct and identify 
as English. It therefore differs in important ways from some of the studies cited in 
the previous chapter (e.g. Back 1996, Gilroy 2004, Tyler 2012) in which Englishness is 
conceptualised as a (generally white) racialised, cultural configuration w ith in
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England. In contrast, this study analyses the way that people construct and identify 
w ith a category and cultural practises that they specifically name as English in an 
interview situation. From this methodological perspective, the kinds o f 'everyday' 
and cultural practises analysed by Tyler, Back and Gilroy cannot be analysed as 
English unless the person undertaking these practises explicitly describes these 
practises as being 'English'.
It is therefore important to recognise that the research design, in being reliant on a 
methodology that evokes, and relies upon, the construction o f the term 'English', is 
guilty of what Brubaker (2004) calls 'groupism', as it 'calls into being' the category 
being studied (as discussed in Chapter Two). This study does not look at when 
Englishness is important to participants or in what social contexts, and instead 
assumes that such a category exists and is meaningful to  them. However, in the 
context o f a study which looks at what English identities mean to people today and 
how they construct them I do not think the 'calling into being' o f Englishness is a 
significant methodological or political problem providing that this process is 
recognised and treated critically. While to  some extent the study is 'doubling or 
reinforcing the reification' (ibid, 167) o f Englishness in that it treats its existence as a 
given, I would also argue that there is no getting around the fact that Englishness 
and English identities do exist today. Furthermore, participants were given the 
opportunity to say whether they fe lt English and many (thirteen out o f forty-one) 
took the opportunity to  say that they did not. I would ultimately agree w ith the 
argument made from some feminist perspectives that to  invoke a socially 
constructed category in a study o f this category, such as that o f 'woman' or 'English', 
does not necessarily problematically trade on or reaffirm essentialist thinking if this 
is a category w ith which people identify and inhabit (Stanley and Wise 1990, 39-40). 
At the same time, however, it is also crucial that this perspective should remain 
critical o f such categories and the ways in which they are constructed.
This is not to suggest, however, that such a position o f critique was necessarily 
practised consistently during fieldwork, and the section on how the interviews went
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in practise will illustrate some o f the problems that arose in relation to  my own 
presumptions and expectations about what Englishness means.
4.3 The research methods chosen
The design o f the semi-structured qualitative interviews employed in this study was 
particularly inspired by the work o f Susan Condor (2000, Condor & Abell 2006, 
Condor et al 2006), Ruth Frankenberg (1993) and Bridget Byrne (2006). This section 
will look at the influence on this study o f these academics' methodological 
approaches to  research into Englishness and whiteness and at their influence on the 
methods chosen for the present study.
Over a period o f around fifteen years Susan Condor, a social psychologist, has 
produced a series o f groundbreaking and influential articles examining how people 
construct English identities. As discussed in the previous chapter. Condor's research 
projects are among many that find evidence suggesting that many people find 
English identities difficult to inhabit and express confidently or w ithout a sense o f 
shame. Condor has done more than perhaps any researcher to  try  to  explain this 
pattern, and her findings suggest nuances to English identities that have not 
previously been found. For the purposes o f this study, perhaps the most notable 
such finding is that there may be no necessary relationship between constructions o f 
an Englishness fo r which whiteness is an essentialised boundary and constructions of 
Englishness which are accorded a privileged position among other ethnic identities in 
England and Britain (Condor et al 2006). This finding in particular provided 
inspiration for the present study which, like Condor's work, seeks to study the 
Englishness o f participants as much as is possible 'on the ir own terms' in all the ir 
complexity, rather than evaluating them 'against some prior definition or theoretical 
model'(Condor & Abell 2006, 54).
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Ruth Frankenberg and Bridget Byrne have produced similarly influential studies, 
though from somewhat different perspectives to Condor in terms o f both subject 
and disciplinary background. Frankenberg's White Women, Race Matters (1993) and 
Byrne's White Lives (2006) are sociological studies situated w ithin the field of 
whiteness studies and influenced by feminist approaches to research. In my view, 
the theoretical backgrounds o f whiteness and feminist studies give these studies 
some methodological advantages over Condor's. As a social psychologist. Condor's 
studies have tended to be relatively 'big "n " ' studies involving comparatively large 
numbers o f participants (one hundred and seventy interviewees were analysed for 
one o f Condor's articles [2000], a figure which can be compared to  Byrne's [2006] 
twenty-five and Frankenberg's [1993] thirty.). Condor's papers tend to  include 
specialist techniques o f technical transcription and highly formalised, software- 
enabled, partly quantitatively framed, methods o f analysis such as 'membership 
categorisation analysis', 'category counts and tru th tables' (Condor et al 2006, 137). 
Frankenberg's and Byrne's data analysis on the other hand appears no less rigorous 
but has more o f an emphasis on interpretive methods and understanding the text, 
particularly in relation to the gendered and classed social contexts o f the ir studies' 
participants. In Frankenberg and Byrne's studies, interviews were furtherm ore often 
held at the participant's home thus removing, to a significant extent, the notion of 
'lab conditions' prevalent in much psychological research. Frankenberg and Byrne's 
aim is thus to try  to  explain social phenomena by understanding the ir study's 
participants rather than by deriving an understanding from a large database o f 
variables.
In comparison to Frankenberg and Byrne's approaches, in my view. Condor's 
research methods can come across as somewhat depersonalising, losing much o f the 
social context that helps researchers to  understand research participants. The 
danger is that by failing to  appreciate the social situation o f the research participant 
in depth, the analysis will lack all-important context. The findings that emerge may 
then fail to  adequately reflect and interpret the nuances and complexities o f the 
interviewees' views. Therefore, while the subject matter and findings o f Condor's
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research were instrumental in inspiring the use o f qualitative interviews fo r this 
project, Byrne and Frankenberg's approaches were particularly influential on the 
overall research design.
This emphasis on understanding participants' personal and social context was 
reflected in each stage o f the research design from recruitment through to  analysis. 
As will be discussed in more detail in the following sections, recruitment took place 
through ethnographic involvement in an area o f South London, and a central 
element o f the research design gave participants the opportunity to become more 
personally involved in the process o f data production. At the end o f each interview, 
participants were asked whether they would be interested in getting more involved 
in the research through some fieldwork o f their own followed by a second interview 
to take place at a time of the ir choosing. Participants who agreed to  the next stage of 
the fieldwork were asked to take photographs o f 'what represents Englishness' to 
them in the interim period between interviews. They were given a disposable 
camera and an information sheet (see Appendix Five) detailing what they were being 
asked to do. Training on how to use the camera was given when necessary, though 
some participants opted to  take photographs on their own cameras or mobile 
phones instead.
This 'auto-photography' method is an increasingly popular one in the social sciences 
(e.g. Back 2007, Chapter Five; Johnsen et al 2008). It can enable the research 
participant, who is otherwise relatively inert and powerless in terms of structuring 
what is discussed, 'to  construct and articulate the meanings ascribed to the images 
o f their own production...helping research participants tell a narrative about 
themselves...that retains a concrete sense o f social and personal context' (Johnsen 
et al 2008, 195). In this way there is less danger o f the research process merely 
leading to  the production of 'content and meaning [that is] imposed by the 
researcher' (ibid, 196).
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Following the development o f the photographs, a second interview took place at a 
time of the ir choosing in which participants were asked to  discuss how they thought 
the ir photographs represented Englishness. Participants were also asked whether 
they had thought any more about what was discussed in the first interview, and 
whether the time between interviews had affected the way they considered the key 
questions asked in the interview guide. Between the first and second interview, the 
first interview was transcribed and, following preliminary analysis, some further 
questions prepared which aimed to  probe or clarify aspects of the first interview (see 
Appendix Three for an example o f a second interview guide).
Eighteen o f the forty-one participants took part in the later stages o f the project. The 
methods were very effective in enabling these participants to engage w ith the topic 
o f Englishness in greater depth, and many o f the key participants discussed in the 
empirical chapters took part in each stage (Appendix One which includes profiles o f 
each participant includes information as to whether they took part in the later stages 
o f the fieldwork). The photography element was successful in its aim o f encouraging 
participants to  feel more personally involved in the project and take ownership o f 
the ir role in the research. The vast majority seemed to enjoy the photography stage 
and it was a very effective way o f maintaining the ir interest and engaging them in 
relation to  the research topic over a period o f several days or weeks. As a result o f 
these later stages o f the fieldwork two-hundred-and-thirteen photographs were 
taken and the total number o f interviews came to  fifty-nine.
The data that was produced in relation to the photographs and the second 
interviews was tremendously rich and greatly benefitted the depth and interest of 
the findings significantly. However, visual analysis was not undertaken as part o f the 
study. The focus o f the analysis was on the textual construction o f who can be 
English, and therefore the photographs will feature in the main text o f the thesis 
only when referred to in excerpts o f participants' interviews. Further examples o f 
photographs taken can be found in Appendix Six.
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4.4 The research site
The research took place in Southton, a highly ethnically diverse area o f South 
London, the real name o f which has been anonymised in order to  protect the 
identities o f research participants. As someone who is a resident o f Southton, the 
area was selected partly for reasons o f convenience sampling, but also in relation to 
the diversity o f the area's population in class and ethnic terms. In the context o f the 
discussions o f different racialised and classed manifestations o f Englishness 
discussed in Chapter Three, this section w ill demonstrate how the highly diverse 
ethnic and class composition of Southton made it an excellent place from which to 
recruit the research participants fo r this study.
A notable characteristic o f the main arterial high street through Southton is its 
variety of 'ethnic' shops. These include Pakistani run grocers, numerous Indian and 
Chinese restaurants and takeaways, a Turkish bakery, and bars aiming for clientele of 
Caribbean heritage. Recent years have seen the introduction o f a number of 
specialist grocery shops, cafes and restaurants selling specifically Polish and Somali 
produce. Five Polish shops and three Polish cafes can be found on the main stretch 
o f the high street, all opening since the accession o f Poland as an EU member state 
in 2004, and during the writing up o f this thesis two specialist Romanian food shops 
opened. Past a key junction o f the high street as it makes a sharp turn, the section o f 
the road known locally as 'the bend" hosts a number of Somali run shops and cafes 
which have opened since the late 1990s. This part o f the high street is headed by a 
junction known by some locally as 'faith corner' as it is the site o f the area's main 
Anglican and Roman Catholic churches on opposite sides o f the road, a large mosque 
on another side o f the junction, and a liberal synagogue less than one hundred 
metres away.
Despite this evident diversity, it is important not to exaggerate the extent to  which 
Southton's population can be categorised, variously, as non-white, migrant or 'ethnic
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minority', although many white people I spoke to did just that, both in formal 
interviews and anecdotally. On five separate occasions, for example, the statement 
that I was studying Englishness in Southton was met w ith a white person asking me a 
variation o f the question, 'are there any English people in Southton?' Despite this 
common perception, the 2001 census found that the population o f Southton was 
sixty-three per cent self-defined as white, w ith fifty-one per cent self-defining as 
'W hite British', w ith the next largest category that o f 'Black Caribbean' (ten per cent) 
(Office fo r National Statistics 2003). The details for Southton from the 2011 census 
are yet to  be released but the percentage fo r the London borough in which the area 
is situated see the number o f White Britons falling to forty-five percent (Office for 
National Statistics 2012). Survey evidence suggests that a large percentage o f those 
who identify as 'W hite British' in England are likely to identify as English (British 
Social Attitudes Survey cited in Condor et al 2006, 134), suggesting that the 
Englishness o f Southton is clearly not as endangered as some people suggest. 
Nevertheless, these figures can be usefully contrasted to  the England-wide figures 
from the 2011 census o f eighty-six per cent self-defined as white and eighty-one per 
cent as White British.
Looking at Southton from a perspective concerned w ith social class, for many people 
spending tim e there today the area might appear to be an economically troubled 
and deprived area, particularly in relation to its high street which is characterised by 
a number o f closed and boarded-up pubs and retail units. The appearance o f the 
area as 'run down' and as having suffered an economic decline is reflected to some 
extent in official figures detailing social and economic deprivation. The Indices o f 
Multiple Deprivation (IMD) were used by central government to  measure relative 
deprivation in England in 2004 and 2007 by 'Super Output Areas' (SOA) which consist 
o f populations o f between one- and two-thousand (Office o f the Deputy Prime 
Minister 2004). Based on its average SOA score in 2007, the London borough in 
which Southton is situated was in the bottom th irty  local authorities out o f a tota l o f 
three hundred and fifty  four in England (Communities and Local Government 2007). 
W ithin the borough, Southton is still relatively affluent, w ith none of its SOAs falling
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within the ten per cent most deprived in England in 2007. However, fifty-one per 
cent o f Southton's SOAs are included with in the bracket o f the lowest twenty per 
cent o f the most deprived SOAs in England, and this rises to seventy-one per cent of 
the area's SOAs w ithin the bracket of the lowest th irty  per cent. In the wider English 
context, therefore, Southton is a significantly deprived area.
However, these patterns o f deprivation shift depending on council ward. For 
example. National Health Service analyses o f particular council wards suggest that in 
one Southton ward there are no SOAs w ith in the twenty per cent most deprived 
bracket, and life expectancy is significantly higher than elsewhere in the borough, 
even rising above the overall average life expectancy o f England." Less than a mile 
away in another council ward, however, thirty-eight per cent o f the SOAs are among 
the twenty per cent most deprived in England. Life expectancy here is considerably 
lower than in other, less deprived parts o f Southton and the country generally. In the 
2004 IMD exercise, another Southton ward, which includes a large council estate, fell 
into the bottom five per cent o f the most deprived SOAs fo r income deprivation 
affecting children (Office o f the Deputy Prime Minister 2004). However, research 
from the local authority also finds that in the same council ward 'almost half o f the 
households are high social class w ith a disposable income and ability to  change 
lifestyle', the population there being made up o f 'Successful singles, young 
professionals and their families and wealthy senior professionals'.
This economic diversity w ithin small areas o f a locality is somewhat characteristic of 
London w rit large; as Owen Jones suggests, in contrast to the sharply classed spatial 
divisions o f many American or French cities, 'In London, the rich and the poor live 
almost on top o f each other' (2011, xxiii). Despite outward signs o f deprivation, 
particularly in relation to  the main high street in the area, there remains a significant 
streak o f middle- and upper-class affluence in Southton. As Paul W att suggests, 
London's 'hyper-inflated, hyper-competitive...home-ownership market' has led to 
'galloping house prices...even in London's "unfashionable"' areas (Watt 2010, 155), 
o f which Southton is certainly one. In other areas o f London, such as in parts o f
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Islington or Camden, the opposite pattern can be found, w ith outward affluence 
obscuring underlying deprivation in nearby estates.
Southton is thus clearly considerably more varied in its ethnic and class makeup than 
most other places in England. Therefore its population might be expected to  provide 
interesting perspectives on an identity closely associated w ith whiteness and 
discourses of class. This is particularly the case in relation to  the findings discussed in 
the previous chapter's discussion o f Englishness and convivial cultures. Paul Gilroy 
has suggested that 'convivial cultures' are emerging within urban contexts due to 
'the processes o f cohabitation and interaction that have made multiculture an 
ordinary feature o f social life' there (2004, xi). Les Back similarly finds that an ethnic 
'm ix' provides people w ith greater opportunities to  negotiate and disrupt 
exclusionary racialised identities through processes o f 'cultural syncretism' (1996, 
123; 158). These studies suggest that in ethnically diverse areas such as Southton, 
the dominant, racialised narratives o f Englishness might be disrupted, resignified or 
rejected in favour o f hybridised, convivial cultures and identities. Therefore in terms 
o f answering a core question o f the study, that o f whether there is any evidence that 
a progressively minded, anti-essentialist Englishness is possible, the urban 
environment o f Southton seems like a good place to  try  and find out.
However, the use o f the word 'm ight' above is crucial. Englishness in Southton may 
merely be constructed -  or preserved -  as the white, ethnic identity suggested by 
many studies discussed in Chapter Three. There is no guarantee that white people 
living in diverse areas will have the opportunity and/or desire for the kind o f English 
identities discussed by Back and Gilroy. As Phil Cohen (1997), Roger Hewitt (2005) 
and Bridget Byrne (2006) have demonstrated, urban areas are often the site fo r the 
constructions o f white, racialised identities formed in relation to  classed distinctions. 
Furthermore, syncretic identities or convivial cultures are not themselves necessarily 
unrelated to exclusionary processes. As Back (1996, 63-68) and Ray et al (2008, 132) 
have found, processes of othering can take place in urban environments in relation
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to  new migrants; emerging convivial cultures, and potentially more diverse 
perspectives on Englishness, nriay themselves rest on discourses o f exclusion. .
What Southton as an area provides is a site in which all o f the manifestations of 
Englishness discussed above and in Chapter Three might potentially be constructed, 
and due to  the diversity and size o f the population of the area a wide variety o f 
people from different social backgrounds and experiences were relatively accessible 
to  me as researcher. In drawing a sample from Southton the study thus aimed to 
explore whether and how English identities are constructed among a population that 
is diverse in terms of their ethnic and racial background and in terms of other 
stratifications and dimensions o f identity, particularly class.
4.5 Participant recruitment
The method of interview recruitment was specifically aimed at enabling a fam iliarity 
between me and research participants that would not be achieved through other 
approaches such as advertising for participants. In order to  meet potential 
participants I became involved in a number o f community activities, such as joining 
numerous local organisations, such as a 'Friends o f  organisation fo r a local park, a 
historical society and campaign groups o f various kinds, and volunteering in a local 
charity shop. As part of this process I became active in numerous formal roles and 
activities, inclusive o f joining the co-ordinating group for a local environmentalist 
organisation, single-handedly opening up and managing a charity shop on a busy 
high street for one day a week, making a speech to  the local council about leisure 
facilities in the area, helping to  organise a demonstration against the encroachments 
in the area o f a major supermarket chain, and designing the programme for a series 
o f films shown on an outdoor screen at a local festival. I was broadly sympathetic 
w ith the aims of each organisation and at every stage was open about my reasons 
fo r getting involved.
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As the weeks and months went by I gradually saw the people I had met in 
increasingly informal situations, fo r meals at the ir house or fo r drinks in local pubs 
and cafes. In a short time I became acquainted w ith a remarkably large number of 
people in Southton, to the extent that it is rare today fo r me to  go to  a local shop or 
to  one of the local parks in the area and not bump into someone I met during 
fieldwork. I am still a member o f most o f the organisations I joined, and during the 
early stages o f writing up this thesis I made a presentation to one o f them about my 
project and some preliminary findings.
A majority o f the participants were directly recruited through the contacts I made in 
this way. Nearly all o f the rest o f those who were recruited were contacts made 
through these initial contacts by way o f a 'snowball' effect, and were usually the ir 
family members, friends or neighbours. The very few participants not recruited 
through the initial community contacts were friends o f friends, such as the cousin o f 
a friend o f my partner who had recently moved to the area fo r work and who was 
willing to be interviewed. All contacts for interviews were thus made either directly 
through relationships I had built up w ith people over time or through the 
recruitment by people who trusted me and who were, in turn, themselves trusted by 
the person recruited. It was encouraging to  find that most o f those recruited 
recommended the research process to  the ir family members, friends and neighbour 
as an interesting exercise that they might enjoy fo r themselves quite apart from 
helping me. Most participants seemed to be highly engaged w ith the different stages 
o f the research process, which impacted positively on the snowball effect. Prior to 
agreeing to be interviewed, all participants were told what the interview would be 
about, though many o f them already knew about it in some detail due to  prior 
conversations with me or others. On recruitment every participant was given a copy 
o f an information sheet w ith further details about the project and what it involved 
(see Appendix Four).
Forty-one participants were recruited in tota l (individual profiles o f all interviewees 
can be found in Appendix One). I had been aiming fo r around th irty, a number
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recommended as a 'rule o f thum b' fo r such projects in most social research methods 
textbooks (e.g. Bryman 2008, 461-2), but my reluctance to  stop the 'snowball' rolling 
meant that the numbers went slightly higher than planned. Those recruited make up 
a suitably diverse sample in terms of ethnicity, generation, sexuality and class, 
though there were some imbalances in the sample which will be discussed below. 
There was a particular focus on recruiting white people who identified as English due 
to  the relationships between whiteness and Englishness discussed in detail in 
Chapter Three. Participants were asked during interviews how they identified 
themselves in terms of their ethnicity. Twenty-five participants identified as white, 
though variously as 'white ', 'white English', 'English', 'white British', 'Anglo-Irish', and 
so on. Due to the potential confusion that would be raised by referring to  each o f 
these ethnic categories in what follows, particularly given the crossover between 
some o f them and other national categories used in the main body o f the thesis, all 
o f these participants will be referred to  in ethnic terms simply as 'white '. Sixteen 
further participants who did not identify as white identified their ethnicity variously 
as Black, Mixed-race, British Asian, Bengali British, British Pakistani and Anglo-Indian.
The use o f racialised categories in this study, and in particular the w h ite /no t white 
binary distinction, should be viewed within the critical framework o f this study and in 
relation to  its findings. As Byrne suggests, there are 'several unclear borderlands 
between racialised categories', not least whiteness which has historically been 
constructed through processes 'o f contestation and alteration' (2006, 32; see also 
Roediger 1999). While Chapters Two and Three have demonstrated the socially 
constructed and precarious character of whiteness, particularly in relation to  class, 
they also demonstrated compelling evidence suggesting that being accepted as 
white or not remains the key fault line o f racialised discrimination in the UK today, 
and particularly so in relation to Englishness. Furthermore, and crucially, as w ill be 
demonstrated in subsequent, empirical chapters, the findings in this study suggest 
that the white/non-white binary remains critical in the construction o f English 
identities today. Although this binary is highly problematic and vague, it is 
nevertheless one that is recognised in society and, in one way or another, identified
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with by the participants in this study, all o f whom explicitly construct identities 
shaped in part by whether they consider themselves to  be 'white '. I would argue that 
the use o f these racialised categories throughout this thesis is therefore very much a 
product o f the findings from the data rather than a product o f a process in which 
these categories are imposed artificially on the data.
Twenty-five participants were male and seventeen female. Although this represents 
a slight gender imbalance, by virtue o f the large size o f the sample I would argue 
that, overall, the perspectives o f women were sufficiently represented in the study. 
Many o f the participants interviewed were active in 'the community' in some form, if 
only through attending the public meetings where I originally met them. It could be 
argued that this indicates a bias in the sample in relation to an overrepresentation o f 
people who are 'community minded'. However, while the political views and 
lifestyles o f those who are politically active might be somewhat different to  people 
who are politically inactive, I also interviewed friends and neighbours o f people 
active in the community who were not involved, or even remotely interested, in 
community issues. Furthermore, on analysis, those apparently community-minded 
participants appear to have views on Englishness that are no different to those who 
are of a similar social background not involved or interested in local issues.
Another notable issue w ith recruitment involved the potential for imbalances that 
arose from those recruited through 'snowballing'. One very enthusiastic and helpful 
participant asked me on several occasions what sort o f person I was looking to 
interview. Such is the extended nature o f this participant's contacts in Southton that 
speaking to them became something akin to ordering participants to  specification 
from a particular demographic. One upshot of this kind o f enthusiasm was that 
people that participants deemed 'interesting' were recruited who I might not 
otherwise have wanted to interview. The clearest example of this was when I arrived 
at a cafe to  meet someone who I soon discovered to  be an established academic 
w ith a doctorate in the social sciences who had recently carried out a large, funded 
research project about 'race' and identities. The number o f 'interesting' participants
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of this kind, however, was very low and, again, it did not seem to  impact significantly 
on the variation o f the Englishness they constructed. For example, as the proceeding 
empirical chapters will demonstrate, the findings from the academic's interview 
were very similar to  the views of other participants who were o f a similar 
background to  this participant in all but the extent o f the ir higher education 
qualifications.
4.6 Participant recruitment and sociai class
However, not all imbalances in the sample were insignificant. There was an 
imbalance towards middle-class participants which was largely due to  the 
overrepresentation o f middle-class people in the kinds o f organisations in which I 
became involved. Prior to discussing this imbalance, it is important to  discuss how 
class was measured in relation to research participants. The categorisation o f 
participants' social class was found to  be a difficult and slippery process. Questions 
were asked during interviews about whether participants had friends who were o f a 
'different social class' and the early questions in the interview guide encouraged 
biographical reflection and discussions o f 'class' related issues through discussions o f 
education, occupation and identities. This encouraged a fairly detailed picture of 
class identity and trajectory to emerge, a process aided by my prior and subsequent 
fam iliarity and friendships w ith many participants. The status o f most o f the 
participants in terms of whether they were graduates and 'professionals' o f some 
kind or homeowners seemed potentially helpful in categorising someone as middle- 
class, and, following Skeggs, it seemed legitimate to categorise participants as 
working-class if  they 'were unlikely to  pursue higher education [or had not pursued 
it]; their access to  primary labour market jobs was severely limited; the ir cultural 
knowledge and preferences were distinctly not high culture... [and they] were never 
in a position to disregard money' (1997, 81).
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Despite all o f this, categorising class is rarely clear-cut, particularly when classed life 
histories and economic trajectories are taken into account. Several participants, for 
example, had working-class backgrounds and self-described as working-class even 
though would be described as middle-class by many others today due to  the ir 
relative affluence and professional occupations. Other participants, on the other 
hand, who came from middle-class backgrounds, and who had experienced or were 
experiencing a downward economic trajectory, could today certainly be described as 
'never in a position to  disregard money' and thus from some perspectives working- 
class.
Due to  these complexities, when discussing and formulating class in this study 
Bourdieu's concept o f habitus was particularly useful. For Bourdieu, an individual's 
habitus provides a 'practical sense' o f the world, which 'functions at every moment 
as a matrix o f perceptions, appreciations and actions and makes possible the 
achievement of...diversified tasks' (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, 18). This practical 
sense is formed through the internalisation o f social and personal history, embodied 
'in styles o f standing and moving, taking up space, in ways o f speaking' and in 
relation to  'attitudes and tastes' (Lawler 2004, 111). Habitus thus relates the 
'distribution o f capital (those resources which are continually struggled over in social 
life [such as economic, social and cultural capital]) to  the organisation o f social space' 
(Johnson 2008, 71). In particular, the concept o f habitus 'allows fo r an understanding 
o f how capital positions individuals in social space and how the occupation o f such 
positions generates and defines ways o f being and feeling' (ibid). Clear parallels can 
therefore be drawn between the habitus and the discussion o f racialised 
subjectivities in Chapter Two, in particular Knowles' discussion of subjectivities 
enabling and constraining our 'modes o f being-in-the world ' and the 'forms of 
personhood available to  us' (2003, 31).
The concept o f habitus thus provides a useful way o f considering the classed 
subjectivities o f participants; it provides 'a way o f analysing how [classed] social 
relations become constituted within the se lf (Lawler 2004, 111). This is particularly
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achieved through analyses o f the relationship o f different habitus to  'fields'. Fields 
are 'the "games" for which "the rules o f the game" equip us', as seen, for example, 
in the fields o f cultural production or o f politics, in which differently constituted 
habitus help to  enable and constrain different opportunities and strategies (ibid, 
112). Habitus are also relational to other habitus -  as Lawler suggests, 'not all habitus 
are worth the same' -  meaning that different habitus can be distinguished by 
individuals, consciously or not, and evaluations and judgments o f individuals made in 
relation to them (ibid). Some of those w ith higher stocks o f capitals therefore often 
feel authorised to make the ir seemingly objective and legitimised classed evaluations 
and judgments o f others 'count' (ibid, 113). Crucially, such evaluations and sense of 
authorisation are understood -  often by the dominant and dominated -  to relate to 
who the person is deemed to  be as an individual rather than in relation to  the social 
history and different levels o f capital through which the habitus is formed (ibid, 112).
The contrast between the English identities o f a m inority o f participants who the 
data analysis suggests inhabit a dominated habitus -  who generally consider 
themselves to  be working-class or as having a working-class background -  and the 
English identities o f more confident, generally middle-class participants, forms a core 
part o f this study and its conclusions. As the findings in Chapter Nine will 
demonstrate, differently valued and authorised habitus are central to  the ways that 
participants' classed perspectives aid in the marking and unmarking o f whiteness in 
relation to  English identities. Therefore, I would ultimately argue that the imbalance 
towards middle-class participants was not significantly debilitating to the study. 
Furthermore, and crucially, as Bridget Byrne has argued, 'in examining dominant 
identities or experience, the middle classes seem an appropriate place to  start' 
(2006, 31). As was discussed in Chapter Three, less attention has historically been 
paid w ithin the literature on Englishness to the racialised and national identities o f 
middle-class people. As such, when it comes to  middle-class constructions o f 
Englishness there remains something o f a gap in the literature. Indeed, the findings 
from this thesis seem to suggest that greater attention, if  not the focus, o f critical
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perspectives on racialised and national identities, should be directed towards the ir 
middle-class manifestations.
4.7 The interview design and the interviews in practise: dialogue, understanding 
and responsibility
As Bourdieu suggests, 'social proxim ity and fam iliarity provide two of the conditions 
fo r "nonviolent" communication' (1999, 610) by which the potential for 'symbolic 
violence [being] exerted' w ithin the interview relationship is reduced as much as 
possible (1999, 609). By symbolic violence Bourdieu is referring to  the potential that 
research participants may feel that they are 'falling short' in terms 'o f the right way 
o f being and doing' (Bourdieu 1984 cited in Skeggs 1997, 90) w ithin the interview 
situation. Bourdieu suggests that the researcher needs to  reflexively control fo r the 
potential symbolic violence of the interview situation in terms o f interviewer- 
interviewee power-relations by constantly questioning and reflecting on the ir own 
social position and that o f the research participant (ibid, 613). Ann Oakley (1981) 
similarly recommends that all steps are taken by interviewers to  develop a dialogic 
situation where the hierarchical effects o f the interview are minimised. The 
perspective o f the researcher should be one o f empathy w ith the research 
participant rather than a scientistic approach in which the interviewee is in danger o f 
being characterised as a bundle o f variables to  be examined.
These discussions have clear echoes w ith feminist standpoint theory. One strand o f 
standpoint theory argues that 'only those who have the appropriate experience of 
oppression are able to speak about it ' (Skeggs 1997, 26; see also Stanley and Wise 
1990, 27) in which case my position as a white researcher studying racialised 
discrimination could be considered highly problematic. However, further proponents 
o f the standpoint perspective suggest that the oppressed do not necessarily have 
'superior understandings' and that what is required fo r a more complete 
understanding is that the researcher moves 'between different standpoints,
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different contexts' (Stanley and Wise 1990, 36; see also Smith 1987). From this 
perspective, what is crucial is not only the adoption by the researcher o f the 
perspective o f others but also an awareness o f the locatedness o f the researcher 
her/himself. As Skeggs argues, a key element o f fieldwork and analysis is to 
'continually recognise how...locatedness inform[s] methodological decisions and 
ultimately the final product' (1997,17). For Skeggs,
Epistemic responsibility involves recognising our desires, power and 
implicatedness in the different practises we occupy. The validity o f our 
accounts is based on this responsibility, on our accountability and the 
connections we can make to  others, (ibid, 38)
Building from the concerns o f Oakley, Bourdieu and standpoint theory, in designing 
and carrying out the fieldwork it was thus important to try  and stay reflexively aware 
o f my own classed, racialised and gendered social perspectives and of the social 
perspectives o f participants. This ethically-framed process aimed to  achieve an 
understanding o f participants' viewpoints in relation to the research questions, and 
aimed to do so from a perspective broadly concerned w ith progressive political aims 
critical o f normalised hierarchies and power-relations. The remainder o f this section 
will look at how this was achieved but also at the problems encountered during the 
research process.
The interview design aimed to  build on the initial fam iliarity already achieved by the 
recruitment process discussed above. Participants were encouraged to  choose the 
time and place of the ir interview, w ith a majority inviting me into the ir homes, 
though others met me at the ir workplace or in pubs or cafes, or at my houseshare in 
Southton. This approach encouraged participants to  feel relaxed in fam iliar and 
informal surroundings, or the surroundings w ith which they fe lt they would be most 
comfortable. I was always conscious o f trying to  ensure through my own behaviour 
that the interview situation was an experience in which the participant should feel 
relaxed and comfortable. Initial talk o f the participant's day, the weather, how the ir
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job is going, how the ir children are, and so on, was usually followed by offers or 
acceptances o f refreshments. On two occasions interviews involved more than one 
participant at a time. This was due to  two friends, Nelly and Olive, wanting to be 
interviewed together, and on the other occasion because Upala and Edward, who 
are married, were coming in and out o f the room in the ir house in which the 
interview took place and would sometimes join in on their respective interviews. I 
fe lt that it was important to  be flexible and pragmatic about the research design in 
this way so as to achieve and maintain a relatively organic dialogue.
In the interview itself not all o f the questions on the interview guide (see Appendix 
Two) were asked -  it was not a questionnaire or survey -  but rather the key ones and 
usually in an order related to  the direction in which participants steered the 
discussion. It was also not uncommon for new questions to arise on an ad hoc basis 
during the interview itself. The interview guide was therefore, in practise, very much 
a guide, and the questions involved a significant degree o f improvisation. 
Nevertheless, there was a particular structure which was generally adhered to. The 
early stages focusing on Southton and any previous places o f residence concentrated 
on the participant's life in the area -  the length of time they had lived there, where if 
anywhere they had lived previously, whether they were planning on staying in the 
area long-term, and so on -  and whether they had any friends or family o f a 
'd ifferent' ethnicity, sexuality or social class to  them. The focus on place and social 
context thus included elements o f the biographical approach taken by Frankenberg 
(1993) and Byrne (2006) but w ithout the interview developing a fu lly biographical 
format. In nearly every interview this proved to  be an effective way o f encouraging 
participants to become comfortable w ith discussing issues about the ir lives w ith in 
the interview situation, putting them (and me) at ease and allowing us to  build up a 
rapport.
The next stage of the interview guide involved questions asking whether the 
participant feels English, what Englishness means to them, and what represents 
Englishness to  them. These questions encouraged the participant to  discuss ideas
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about the category English and/or English identities that were not directly concerned 
with issues o f inclusion and exclusion. The core part o f the interview that followed 
involved questions regarding the extent to which Englishness was constructed by 
participants as an exclusionary category. The key question w ith in this stage o f the 
interview, and the central question for the entire project, was 'Can anyone be 
English?' This was then followed by a question about whether 'it matters what your 
race is for you to be English', questions concerned w ith the position o f the English 
and non-English in England, and then broader questions, not necessarily concerned 
w ith Englishness, relating to  issues o f migration.
In the interests o f a dialogic approach, questions asked by participants about the 
research topic or my own opinions were answered in detail and honestly rather than 
brushed o ff w ith responses such as 'we're here to  hear your opinion' (Oakley 1981, 
252). Furthermore, any 'apparent digressions' in which participants strayed from the 
questions on the interview guide were 'not discouraged' (Frankenberg 1993, 29). 
However, it is important not to  overstate the effectiveness o f this approach and 
suggest that the interviews were somehow akin to  a symmetrical conversation. 
Other than on a very few occasions the interview transcripts are dominated by 
participant speech w ith very short interspersed questions or comments from me. It 
was also necessary on occasion to  steer the discussion back in the direction o f the 
main research questions. In the few interviews where participants took control o f 
the interview and steered it away from the main topic for lengthy periods o f tim e it 
occasionally became necessary for me to step in and redirect the discussion. I do not 
th ink that this caused any discomfort among participants but it is im portant to  
concede that I was very much involved in shaping what was said rather than enabling 
a tru ly open-ended discussion over which participants had full control.
The aims of understanding and reflexivity occasionally broke down when I failed to 
maintain an effective dialogue w ith participants. Three participants, Bradley (Black, 
twenties), Alvin (Black, twenties) and Jacqui (Mixed-race, thirties), seemed 
noticeably less comfortable than most w ith the mode of discussion encouraged by
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semi-structured interviews. They answered most questions very briefly and 
sometimes in ways that, it seemed to  me at the time, misunderstood the purposes 
o f a question. Following transcription and analysis o f the interviews it became clear 
that this kind o f confusion emerged from our being at cross purposes in relation to 
some of the key terms of the interview. In these instances my own presuppositions 
about what Englishness meant based on a 'prior definition or theoretical model' and 
not on the participants' 'own terms' (Condor & Abell 2006, 54) led to occasional 
breakdowns in dialogue and thus to the endangering o f the dialogic and non-violent 
aims of the study.
The clearest example o f this was in the interview w ith Bradley. Bradley did not 
understand the word Englishness as representing a national or ethnic identity but 
saw it instead as representing people who speak the English language. For Bradley, 
to be English thus meant to  be an English speaker. This is a useful finding, particularly 
in the context o f this study's research questions, when voiced by a young. Black man. 
However, it was only after transcription and analysis of the interview that I 
understood what Bradley was saying. As I did not expect to  hear this kind o f 
response due to  my own presuppositions about Englishness being an ethnic, national 
or racial identity, I struggled during the interview to adapt my questions effectively 
and maintain a smooth dialogue. Due to  my inability to fit what Bradley was saying 
into this framework -  a framework I was supposed to be critiquing -  I became 
frustrated in the interview and fumbled in rephrasing the questions. Bradley in turn 
became increasingly uncomfortable and embarrassed, suggesting that he was giving 
'wrong' or unsuitable answers. As Skeggs suggests, problems in communication 
within fieldwork arise 'when what is heard is not understood because the available 
rhetorical understandings cannot f it  the knowledge into already established 
classification systems' (1997, 23). My cultural capital as a post-graduate sociologist 
and my presumptions, as a white person who identifies as English, about what the 
word Englishness 'means', combined to  create a situation in which a Black 
participant who did not construct Englishness in a way that was racialised fe lt that 
his answers were wrong or inappropriate. The core concerns o f ethical responsibility,
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remaining reflexively aware o f my own locatedness and o f the participant's 
locatedness, one/the aim o f critiquing normative social categories, thus broke down 
in Bradley's interview.
I saw Bradley again a week after the interview in the charity shop in which we both 
worked and discussed the interview which I had by then transcribed and analysed. I 
assured Bradley as best I could, and w ith some success I think, that his answers were 
not 'wrong'. I emphasised the point that the reason I was doing the PhD was that no 
one 'knows' what Englishness is and that his views were as valid as anyone's. Bradley 
seemed happy w ith this. However, this was a warning that, despite ambitions of 
being constantly critical about normative national and racial categories, it can remain 
easy to  take these categories and the ir meanings fo r granted. My lack o f reflexivity 
meant that, rather than analysing Bradley's Englishness on his terms, I was 'calling 
into being' (Brubaker 2004) the racialised and nationalist category I was supposed to 
be critiquing.
4.8 The interview design and the interviews in practise: subverting exclusionary 
constructions of Englishness
'Race' is a sensitive topic, and Byrne suggests that a direct approach to  discussing it 
in interviews, especially in relation to  a white participant's position w ithin racialised 
society, will potentially be met w ith 'silences and erasures' (2006, 28). As discussed 
in Chapter Two, findings from whiteness studies suggest that the unmarked, 
dominant racialised perspectives enabled by the racialised subjectivities o f white 
people in white dominated societies are maintained precisely by these perspectives 
'being unseen' (Dyer 1997, 44). As such, directly asking about a white person's 
racialised perspective is likely to be problematic, as the 'hidden' nature o f whiteness 
might make the process o f both asking and talking about this obscured perspective 
difficult. Furthermore, the marking of, or attempts to  mark, a normative, privileged 
position within an interview situation could potentially elicit feelings o f guilt that
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might involve participants taking up a defensive or hostile position (Rustin 1991), as 
such questions may (rightly in many respects) be considered critical o f the 
participant.
Despite the apparently problematic expressions o f English identity discussed in the 
introduction to this thesis, discussions o f Englishness and English identities are 
considerably less likely to  provoke silences and defensiveness among white people 
than conversations about 'race' or whiteness. However, although Englishness was a 
relatively straightforward topic to raise and discuss, ethical questions surrounding 
the interviews and the construction o f racialised and nationalist difference did 
emerge during fieldwork. These ethical questions are the subject of this section.
A concern o f researchers in the field o f whiteness studies relates to  the potential for 
uncritically reproducing unmarked racialised privilege during fieldwork. 
Frankenberg's (1993) feminist approach to research is centrally concerned w ith 
understanding participants. However, she also suggests that if a white researcher, 
such as her, takes the standpoint o f the unmarked, privileged racialised perspective 
o f a white interviewee then this standpoint risks complicity w ith this privilege. 
Allowing an unmarked position o f privilege to be reproduced within the interview 
situation in this way risks inhibiting any exploration by the participant o f their 
dominant location (1993, 40). Frankenberg's response to this problem is to attempt 
'to  develop strategies to explicitly address and subvert some of the power dynamics 
o f racism' w ithin the interview situation (ibid, 30). She particularly recommends 
using empathetic examples in questions drawn from the researcher's life 
experiences aimed at encouraging 'an analysis o f racism' among participants (ibid, 
36). The rationale behind this approach is to  open up a 'discursive space' in which 
white participants' racialised perspectives are marked and reflexively analysed (ibid, 
39).
Influenced by this approach, during interviews I attempted to  try  and open up 
'discursive spaces' in which participants' exclusionary constructions o f Englishness
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could be discussed and reflected upon in depth. For example, if a participant agreed 
w ith the idea proposed in one o f the interview guide questions that 'to be English 
requires birth in England' I would ask them whether someone who was born in the 
Costa del Sol in Spain o f English parentage would therefore not be considered 
English. Another example involved asking participants who suggested that only white 
people could be English whether they thought Rio Ferdinand or Monty Panesar -  
sportsmen who do not identify as white and have represented England in football 
and cricket respectively -  are English. This kind o f approach in which the potential 
contradictions and inconsistencies of exclusionary constructions of Englishness could 
be explored in greater depth led to  interesting responses and patterns which are 
particularly discussed in Chapter Seven's discussions relating to participant 
reflexivity. On most occasions these kinds o f questions in which the logic of 
participants' responses were probed were generally seen as unobtrusive and 
interesting by the participants themselves, and there were few signs that they were 
interpreted as judgemental or critical.
However, it is important to note that most such questions were asked to  participants 
who did not identify as English, most o f whom were not white. This is because the 
majority o f white participants who identified as English did not explicitly construct 
Englishness in relation to  racialised boundaries. As the empirical chapters will 
demonstrate, whiteness was the key boundary constructed by these participants, 
but so obscured was this boundary w ithin the 'colour-blind' language they employed 
that the kinds o f probing questions I had prepared were rendered redundant. 
Indeed, it was often only during the analysis, sometimes several days after the 
interview had taken place, that the association being constructed by the participant 
in question between whiteness and Englishness became apparent to me. As w ith the 
interview w ith Bradley this pattern may have come about in relation to  my own 
racialised subjectivity as someone 'white', which may have helped to  constrain what 
I saw as racialised and exclusionary. Such obstacles clearly made it very difficu lt to 
try  and subvert the reproduction of discourses o f racialisation and white privilege, or 
open up a space fo r participant reflection, during interviews.
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As will also become evident in subsequent chapters, however, anti-migration 
perspectives were far more likely to  be expressed explicitly. These perspectives on 
difference and exclusion were thus more open to probing questions. However, both 
the ethics and empirical practicalities o f this approach were put into question by this 
strategy when it was put into practise. For example, Dennis (white, seventies) 
explained in his first interview that he fe lt that migration into England should be 
halted, particularly fo r non-Europeans. I asked Dennis whether he thought that an 
argument in favour o f halting migration into England was morally acceptable given 
the historic involvement of migrants from England in colonialism and the de­
possession o f indigenous populations. Dennis apologised fo r his views and suggested 
that he now fe lt 'ashamed for some of the things [he had] been saying'. However, in 
his second interview, around two weeks later, Dennis restated his original arguments 
in favour o f restrictive immigration policies in relation to non-Europeans. The more 
challenging attempts at probing such as this one, in which the views of participants 
were seemingly morally -  or moralistically -  queried, generally involved expressions 
o f shame and embarrassment, and to what were apparently only temporary shifts in 
participants' views. The effects of this kind o f approach were thus ethically 
problematic and, furthermore, the validity o f the patterns apparently emerging from 
the data was highly questionable.
Following these experiences, although I continued the kinds o f probes such as the 
Costa del Sol example noted above in which apparent inconsistencies in exclusionary 
constructions o f Englishness were highlighted, I gradually w ithdrew from the 
strategy o f challenging participants persistently or in ways that appeared to  be 
morally judgemental. As Byrne argues, evaluations o f a participant's views by the 
researcher, no matter how carefully stated, might be seen as 'an attack' on the ir 
'sense o f se lf (2006, 38) and would thus be clearly contrary to  my aim of 'nonviolent 
communication' (Bourdieu 1999, 610). In a research situation I did not feel that this 
approach was finally ethically justifiable, particularly as it did not seem to  be 
effective in its aims o f opening up a space fo r reflection. Ultimately participants were
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giving accounts related to  processes o f socialisation that long pre-dated our 
relationship. As Dyer argues, discourses o f race and racialised subjectivities are 'part 
o f the cultural non-consciousness that we all inhabit. One must take responsibility 
fo r it, but that is not the same as being responsible, that is, to blame fo r it ' (1997, 7). 
To expect to  challenge these views in, at most, two interviews, over a period o f 
weeks was somewhat naive. In some cases this may have protected participants 
from 'further exploration' o f the ir views (Frankenberg 1993, 40) but I concluded that 
this was a problematic but largely unavoidable part of the fieldwork. At the same 
time, however, this did not have to involve agreeing w ith racialised perspectives that 
I opposed. As Back argues, interviewing people whose views we may consider racist 
should be
a matter neither o f asserting an antiracist moral high ground nor o f disclosing 
collusion w ith the very thing we aim to  abolish. The challenge is to  th ink 
beyond an e ither/or logic, refusing both a vanguardist position and the 
confessional narcissism of apologia. (Ware & Back 2002, 52)
This strategy may be -  and certainly was -  uncomfortable on occasion, but it is 
essential if researchers are to practise ideals o f understanding and ethical 
responsibility in relation to research participants.
4.9 Transcribing and analysing the data
Whenever possible immediately following the completion o f an interview, notes 
detailing initial observations and preliminary analysis were made in relation to  
features such as body language and other aspects o f the interview that would not be 
easily observable from a transcript. Transcription o f the fifty-nine interviews was 
undertaken personally using Express Scribe software. This stage o f the process also 
involved the anonymisation o f participants. Replacement names were chosen at 
random, though w ith ethnic backgrounds taken into account. At different points in
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the empirical chapters, and in the descriptions o f participants in Appendix A, the 
occupations and interests o f the participants have also been altered or om itted in 
order to protect anonymity. At no stage do these alterations or omissions affect the 
character o f the data being presented or the integrity o f the findings.
Most interviews were transcribed in the days immediately after the interviews, 
particularly for participants who took part in the later stages o f the fieldwork so that 
I would have an opportunity to analyse the ir first interview prior to  the second. The 
transcriptions did not involve complex linguistic approaches to  notification such as 
those used in conversational analysis as I do not have any training in these methods, 
and w ithout a particular technical background they are very difficult to read (a point 
made by Byrne 2006, 39). However, while the transcriptions were w ritten in a 
'normal' journalistic or novelistic manner in terms of punctuation and so on, the 
words verbalised by participants, inclusive o f repetitions, stuttering and 
mispronunciations were kept intact. Furthermore, emphases in delivery as well as 
laughter, pauses, and other such verbal cues were transcribed in detail. This ensured 
that the overall character o f the interview -  reflecting, for example, moments o f 
indecision or emotion -  was not lost in a form at that might otherwise have restricted 
the analysis. In the empirical chapters that follow, many such repetitions and 
hesitations have been removed from the quoted data fo r reasons o f easier 
readability, though they have been included where they seem directly relevant to 
the data being analysed.
Some initial analysis took place during the transcription process itself w ith notes 
made in the transcription documents and in separate documents in which early ideas 
for patterns and potential themes arising in the data were noted. Due to  the labour 
required in transcribing, and the speed at which it was carried out, the main analysis 
was done at a later date, though fam iliarity w ith the data was invaluably aided by 
this time-intensive process. More detailed analysis followed, influenced by methods 
recommended by Boyatzis (1998) and Mason (2002). Boyatzis suggests w riting 
detailed synopses o f each interview (1998, 23), a process which distils interviews
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that were on average around th irty  pages in length (Byrne [2006, 39] also describes 
summarising interviews in this way). As well as helping to make the interview 
content more manageable, this process had the added benefit o f requiring a 
detailed, patient and slow re-reading o f the interview data. During this time- 
consuming process detail was all important, and an aspect o f a participant's account 
that might otherwise have been passed over was more likely to be picked up on than 
if I was simply re-reading the transcript.
During the process o f writing the synopses, detailed analysis was carried out for each 
interview in relation to the core questions o f the thesis. Patterns in the data in 
relation to the core research questions o f the study were coded and categories 
developed. As Mason suggests, 'Sorting, organising and indexing' in this way can help 
'take you beyond an impressionistic view based on the lim itations o f your own 
memory' (2002, 152). The coding was, in Mason's terms, interpretive rather than 
literal (2002, 154). As discussed in Chapter Two, the key research questions o f this 
thesis relate not so much to which symbols or discursive frameworks are drawn on 
by participants but, rather, how  participants construct Englishness and English 
identities in terms of their meaning. Therefore a more process-oriented approach 
(Zimmer 2003) concerned w ith how discourses and symbols were utilised was 
applied in relation to the key questions o f the thesis rather than an approach that 
took particular discourses and symbols, such as those o f 'civic' and 'ethnic' 
nationalisms, at face value.
Common patterns emerging during data analysis were coded into broader categories 
reflecting the key ways in which participants construct English identities, and the key 
discursive frameworks drawn on by participants when discussing questions about 
'who can be English'. These patterns form the core o f the empirical chapters o f the 
thesis. As they were developed, categories were noted down in a series o f 
documents alongside details regarding how the categories had emerged and from 
which interviews. As categories were identified they were given a separate heading 
in a notebook and the instances o f the category in particular interviews were noted
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down fo r ease o f reference later. As this process continued, further categories were 
identified and ultimately a 'clear set o f definitions o f what each category constitutes' 
(Mason 2002, 160) was noted down and modified as appropriate as the process of 
analysis continued and new categories, or elements w ithin categories, emerged.
Although English identities were the focus o f the analysis, discussions that did not 
directly involve Englishness but also Britishness and other notions o f national 
belonging were also analysed. I came to feel during analysis that this was crucial, as if 
the rejection of the association between whiteness and Englishness is underpinned 
by alternative, equally arbitrary, essentialist and exclusionary boundaries, then any 
progressive potential for this rejection w ill be severely undermined. For example, if  a 
participant suggested that 'anyone' could be English but then constructed or 
legitimised a highly restrictive notion o f being British then this was seen to  be 
relevant to the analysis and findings, as a progressive, inclusive Englishness would be 
o f limited interest if the participant in question was then constructing an alternative, 
equally exclusionary notion o f national belonging in relation to  another identity 
category. Although the clear focus o f the thesis is on Englishness, in a study 
concerned w ith evaluating processes o f racialised and nationalist exclusion it was 
also crucial to ascertain participants' potentially wider views so as to analyse the ir 
inclusionary or exclusionary constructions o f Englishness w ithin this context.
Mason suggests that 'It is a good idea to  have a trial run of making sense o f your 
categorised data, perhaps by writing a thematic paper on the basis of part o f them ' 
(ibid, 160). During the first term  of my third year o f study I went through the process 
of drafting and redrafting a paper intended for publication which included data 
analysis exploring two of the main categories that emerged from the data. This 
helped me to  get a better view of 'what works and what does not' and refine my 
categories as appropriate (ibid, 160). The two main sections o f this paper which has 
since been published in the journal Ethnic and Racial Studies (Leddy-Owen 2012) 
constitute some of the first two empirical chapters o f this thesis.
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4.10 Conclusion
The methodology o f this study was designed to  evaluate the extent to  which, and 
how, Englishness and English identities are constructed as racialised. The method 
used for exploring this was one o f semi-structured qualitative interviews w ith 
additional, later stages involving 'auto-photography' and a second interview for 
many participants (eighteen out o f a total o f forty-one). Recruitment was carried out 
in an urban area that is highly diverse in terms of ethnicity and social class in order to 
try  and obtain a wide variety o f racialised and classed perspectives on Englishness. 
The recruitment and interview process was designed in a way that sought to  provide 
the basis for a dialogic, non-violent approach emphasising a reflexive awareness o f 
the social perspectives o f researcher and participant. The interviews in practise 
achieved these aims to a large extent though w ith a few notable exceptions. 
Although there is an imbalance w ithin the sample in relation to  the class o f 
participants, ultimately those recruited represent a suitably diverse range of social 
perspectives from which to  draw useful inferences in relation to  the research 
questions posed by the project. The following chapters explore the findings that 
emerged from the data analysis that was undertaken during and after fieldwork.
' Local terminology for this and other features of the area have been altered.
" Some of the references drawn on for the writing of this paragraph have not been included as they 
would clearly indicate the site of the research.
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Five: Ta ken-for-granted and precarious English identities
5.1 Introduction
The analysis presented in this chapter explores the extent to which participants' accounts of 
Englishness are racialised. It w ill in itially demonstrate the clear associations drawn between 
Englishness and whiteness by participants who are not white. It will then turn to  white 
participants' descriptions o f Englishness which, in contrast, draw on ostensibly racially- 
neutral, historical and cultural symbolic resources. However, for those participants who are 
not white and feel excluded from Englishness, these same symbolic resources are perceived 
to be fundamentally tied up w ith whiteness. Many o f the latter participants have an affinity 
to  English culture, but due to this culture's association w ith whiteness they feel that they 
cannot identify w ith the category that represents this culture.
The remainder o f the chapter will then explore in detail how participants identify or do not 
identify as English. For white participants English identities are constructed performatively 
as if a taken-for-granted part of the self. While questions o f 'what is Englishness' or 'what 
Englishness means' are often seen by these participants to be difficult and highly 
problematic, ultimately those who identify as white feel secure that, whatever the answers 
to  these questions may be, they as individuals are unquestionably English. For the m inority 
o f participants who are not white and who do identify as English, on the other hand, the ir 
English identities remain precarious due to  this association between Englishness and a 
normative whiteness. However, while for some o f these participants this precariousness is 
reflected in a sense o f loss or dislocation, fo r others English identities are constructed 
confidently in relation to a politicised contestation and subversion o f the dominant 
racialised narratives o f Englishness.
The chapter will conclude by arguing that whiteness, both in relation to white skin and in 
relation to  cultural and historical, national frameworks and symbols associated w ith 
whiteness, is central to the construction o f English identities. However, I w ill also argue that 
the unsettling effects o f precarious, subversive and potentially anti-racist English identities
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constructed in direct opposition to  whiteness, provide hope for more critical constructions 
o f Englishness.
5.2 What is Englishness?
This section looks at how participants describe Englishness, mainly drawing on questions 
from the interview guide such as what 'does Englishness mean to  you' and 'what represents 
Englishness to  you' (see Appendix Two fo r the full topic guide). This section therefore 
primarily looks at responses to the interview guide's earlier questions on Englishness that 
were asked prior to  questions more directly concerned w ith issues o f inclusion and 
exclusion ('Can anyone be English?', and so on) which are the subject o f later chapters. It 
w ill be demonstrated that while most participants who do not identify as English, most of 
whom are not white, clearly see Englishness as racialised, very few white participants who 
identify as English explicitly describe Englishness in such terms.
5.2.1 Englishness as racialised
Of twenty-five white participants, twenty-two identify as English. This can be compared to 
just seven out o f sixteen participants who are not white. These figures are o f no great 
surprise given the findings from previous studies discussed in the literature review in 
relation to  associations between Englishness and whiteness (e.g. Gilroy 1987/2002, Byrne 
2006). This section explores how participants who are not white describe Englishness, 
demonstrating that, for these participants, Englishness is racialised and indelibly associated 
w ith whiteness.
In the following excerpt three women who identify as Black discuss what Englishness means 
to  them and the reasons why they feel they are not English. The first excerpt is from Nelly 
and Olive, who are friends and were interviewed at the same time.
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Nelly (Black, seventies): I always think English is a race, that's how I look at English [...] 
You've got the Black race and you've got the English race [...]
Olive (Black, sixties): At the end o f the day [pause], we w ill not be accepted [as English]. 
Nelly: No, never, never.
Dawn (Black, forties): Personally, speaking for myself and what I've heard from other 
Black people, we don 't th ink we're English if we're Black [...] Yeah, we can think we're 
British but we'll never th ink we're English, even if  we had four generations born here, 
yeah, because we're not accepted as being English.
Each o f these participants constructs the identity category 'English' as representing a fixed, 
bounded group o f which they cannot be a part because of their skin colour and ancestry. 
Nelly argues that the English are a race in direct contrast to  'the Black race', and agrees w ith 
Olive's assessment that they, as Black women, will 'never be accepted' as English. Dawn 
similarly argues that, even after four generations o f residence in England Black people w ill 
not identify as English due to a lack o f acceptance by white people, an argument that 
immediately thus rules out the Englishness of a large majority o f post-colonial migrants in 
the UK. As exemplified in Dawn's excerpt, however, all participants who are not white 
identify as British, which suggests, as per much of the literature (e.g. Condor et al 2006), 
that Britishness is considered to  be a more inclusive, less racialised, 'civic' national category.
Nelly, Olive and Dawn were all born in Caribbean countries where they spent some of the ir 
early life, but much the same arguments about the extent to  which Englishness is racialised 
are found among participants such as Upala and Hadeel who have lived all o f the ir lives in 
England.
Upala (Bengali British, thirties): For me the term English means more [pause] I guess 
your ethnic background... I don't consider myself to be English...'cause I probably th ink
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someone whose English is...ethnically someone who's...white Anglo-Saxon type 
of...background.
Hadeel (British Asian, thirties): It's [Englishness is] a term  of essential, racial descent [...] 
My fear is that in claiming to be English you'll be laughed [at] in your face.
For these participants, Englishness is an 'ethnic background', or 'a term of essential, racial 
descent' based on an 'Anglo-Saxon...background'. In echoes o f Dawn's suggestion that Black 
people will not be accepted as English, Hadeel suggests that any identification w ith the 
category might lead to  her, as a British Asian, simply being 'laughed at'. There is thus little  
evidence among these younger participants that birth and socialisation in England has had 
any impact on the extent to which they might describe Englishness as including anyone 
other than white people.
The common themes arising from these excerpts in which Englishness is described are 
therefore o f a category defined by whiteness and thus premised to a significant extent on 
the exclusion o f people who do not identify as white in relation to  boundaries o f skin colour 
and a white ancestry. Englishness from these perspectives, therefore, is a highly 
exclusionary, racialised category. As the next sections demonstrate, however, this starkly 
racialised portrayal o f Englishness is not reflected in the descriptions o f Englishness by white 
participants who identify as English.
5.2.2 Englishness, culture, history and myth
By far the most common way in which white participants who identify as English describe 
Englishness is in relation to  cultural and historical narratives and symbols. Such a pattern 
thus reflects Anthony Smith's definition o f national identity as 'the identification o f 
individuals w ith ' a national 'heritage...values, symbols, memories, myths and traditions' 
(2000 cited in Asari et al 2008, 2). Oliver Zimmer, building on Smith's work, argues that 
cultural and historical symbolic resources 'provide the symbolic raw material...which social
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actors use as they define national identities' (2003,190). The following excerpts drawn from 
discussions about what Englishness 'means' to  three participants are typical o f the ways in 
which cultural and historical symbolic resources are employed by white participants who 
identify as English in their description o f Englishness.
Andrew (white, sixties): If you see Morris dancers, well they're English. You don't get 
Morris dancing anywhere else...and that is an English form of dancing. So if  you think 
of a pub...that's very much an English thing... And if you think o f somebody like 
Shakespeare or Charles Dickens, see, they are associated w ith England, so they are 
English things.... I th ink all these little  tiny bits all come together to identify...what 
could be Englishness. Things that you find here [in England]...the parameters...that 
you don't find anywhere else.
Chris (white, sixties): Yeah, no I love our land... Devon and Cornwall, Hampshire, 
Dorset. Fantastic...and nobody in the world's...got our heritage [...] All our little  
eccentricities...[the] history o f our old houses and things like that, all these stately 
homes...a lot of them are thankfully still there.
Joanne (white, forties): I love the fact that we've got a Royal Family... I th ink that is 
English...it's part o f what makes us English [italics reflect Joanne's emphases] in fact, 
that we have still got a Royal Family... I'm tota lly unsurprised that the republic [the 
seventeenth-century Commonwealth] d idn 't work... It d idn 't work very well because 
the Royal Family came back, we Just went back to being the English really [...] That's 
the history that I know, I can follow that thread all the way through...and it hasn't 
changed, it hasn't broken.
These passages demonstrate the ways in which many participants describe Englishness by 
drawing on what they see as specifically English symbols and a specifically English history. A 
continuity is drawn between English history and its symbols in a variety o f emotional tones. 
Andrew has a relatively dispassionate view o f Englishness which he characterises as defined 
in relation to  cultural 'parameters' -  'English things...that you don't find anywhere else', or
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what another participant, Terri (white, thirties), describes as 'English versions o f s tu ff -  such 
as Morris Dancing or the plays o f William Shakespeare. This can be compared to Joanne and 
Chris's more emotionally, affectionately expressed relationships to English symbols and 
history. Chris holds up the English countryside and heritage as exceptional and superior and 
Joanne discusses how much she enjoys being able to draw on an unbroken 'thread' o f 
English history, embodied in the Royal Family who are, in their very continuity, what 'makes 
us English'.
Regardless o f the emotional tone to their descriptions, all participants who identify as 
English at some stage o f their interviews draw upon English historical and cultural symbolic 
resources when describing Englishness, and on a notion o f continuity between the 
Englishness o f today and historically. This continuity is manifested in a variety o f ways, 
dependant in part on the social background of the participant. In what follows, Helen and 
Lizzie's views on English history are characterised by an enjoyment o f its charisma, intrigue 
and drama.
Helen (white, twenties): I love English history. I th ink Queen Elizabeth the First is the 
greatest dame in the world. She's ginger, she's a queen, she's so cool.
Lizzie (white, twenties): I think because I love a bit o f gossip I think [English history is] 
a guilty pleasure, it's like Henry VIII having six wives and all the shenanigans that 
were going on and the politics going on... The Industrial Revolution obviously gave us 
a lot... Victorian times are very interesting... Jane Austen has its place.
Helen empathises w ith Queen Elizabeth I for gendered and aesthetic reasons (they share 
'ginger' coloured hair) and Liz enjoys the 'shenanigans' o f Henry Vlll's court. Several 
participants saw the Tudors and the Tudor era as exemplifying English history and 
Englishness in terms suggestive o f a highly romanticised, even fairy tale, history. In this 
context Liz's reference to the fiction o f Jane Austen w ithin a discussion o f history is 
instructive as it emphasises the place o f fictional or semi-fictional narratives w ith in 
participant constructions o f history, and thus the mythical quality that theorists o f
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nationalism such as Anthony Smith (1986, 1991) consider to be crucial for the reproduction 
of national identities.
r jT * ^  ............................... ..... .
Figure 5.1. Photograph o f statue o f Thomas More taken by Sam.
In the below excerpt Sam (white, thirties) discusses a photograph (see fig 5.1) he took as 
part of the fieldwork and demonstrates a somewhat different -  though, as will be discussed, 
ultimately very similar -  understanding of English history.
[A photograph of a statue of] Sir Thomas More [represents Englishness to 
me]...We've got our sort of founding myths and...the Reformation and the Tudor 
thing is one of the main ones... There's something sort of slightly contradictory [with 
the notion]...that [Thomas More] was...only too happy to torture and burn 
heretics...but someone...who was such a zealot...is sort o f a symbol of this kind of 
martyrdom... The Thomas More thing is kind of...a symbol of...a very big part of 
English history. You trace a lot back to sort o f that period.
In his two interviews Sam talks at some length about what he sees as the effects o f the 
Reformation on English history, the complexities and symbolism that can be drawn from the 
lives of historical figures such as Thomas More, and what he portrays as the tangible 
continuities between English society then and now. However, elsewhere in his interview 
Sam admits that the characterisation of Thomas More he draws on is in large part derived
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from a fictionalised depiction o f More in Hilary Mantel's novel W olf Hall (2009). Thus 
despite what might appear to  be a more sophisticated perspective than that o f other 
participants, Sam's discussion o f Tudor 'founding myths' is ultimately o f a similarly mythical 
quality to  Lizzie's Tudor 'gossip'.
W hether participants reflect upon the contradictory place and symbolism o f Thomas More 
in English history or on an English history that is 'exciting' and 'sexy', they are, in Smith's 
terms, describing 'the pattern of values, symbols, memories, myths and traditions' o f 
Englishness (2000 cited in Asari et al 2008, 2). From Smith's ethnosymbolist perspective, 
nationalists do not need to  know about an ethnic history in detail, and the ir nationalism 
need not be historically, factually accurate for it to  resonate as authentic. However, there 
does need to  be at least a suggestion o f authenticity based on genuine historical experience. 
In other words, contra to Hobsbawm and Ranger's (1983) notion o f 'invented traditions', 
ethnosymbolists argue that it is rare fo r nationalist myths and symbols to  be pure 
fabrications. For ethnosymbolists, as Uzelac argues, 'The power o f a [nationalist] symbol is 
not derived from its origins, but from its accepted specificity and authenticity' (2010, 1731; 
emphasis added). The key point here is not that nationalist 'traditions can be invented or 
artificially created, and that some of them are just fakes', but rather that this national 
authenticity and specificity is based on something, on some set of symbolic resources, that 
can be viewed as specifically national, and accepted as authentic (ibid).
5.2.3 The English imagined community
Representations o f the Second World War vie w ith the Tudor period of English history as the 
most commonly draw on by participants. The below excerpt from John (white, forties) 
provides an example o f this and an example o f another important pattern by which 
Englishness is described by white participants who identify as English.
It was a big national [event]...when whoever shot JR [in a storyline in the 1980s 
American soap opera Dallas] was on television [...] I remember going out, and in the
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streets I d idn 't really give two hoots about...Dallas, but I remember the streets being 
empty... And o f course the classics, the two World Wars [represent Englishness]... 
What a huge defining point in British history...the Second World War... So for me 
[Englishness is represented by] history, and a personal history, a nation's history...a 
shared experience...be it television, be it the weather, be it the football.
By referring to 'the two World Wars' as 'the classics', John is locating English historical 
events in the same way as one might place 'classic' films or novels in the history o f a genre. 
Just as a history o f the cinema might include a discussion o f 'classics' such as Citizen Kane or 
Casablanca, a discussion o f Englishness must, for John and others, include 'classics' such as 
the Tudors or the Second World War. However, the excerpt also raises examples o f the 
ways in which Englishness can be discussed in ways that do not draw upon notions of 
national 'myths and symbols'. The 'Who shot JR?' plot in Dallas did not draw on the cultural 
and historical symbolic resources of Englishness, yet for John the shared experience o f large 
numbers o f the population watching this and other popular television programmes, 
regardless o f the plot's nation o f origin or setting, allows for the construction o f what 
Benedict Anderson calls an 'imagined community' (1983). For Anderson, nationalism 
involves the imagining o f a national community premised on the knowledge of shared 
experiences in spite o f the impossibility o f any community member meeting every member 
o f this community face to  face (as might have been possible in smaller, pre-modern 
communities). John knows very few of the millions o f English people who watched the 
unmasking o f JR's attempted murderer -  and he did not watch that episode himself -  but 
the knowledge of a simultaneous, 'shared experience' taking place among a population 
enables his imagining of a national, English community and a 'personal history' w ith in that.
Therefore, fo r John, the television watching habits o f the nation and talk o f the weather are 
spoken of alongside the myths and symbols o f history ('the classics' o f the two World Wars). 
Many participants' discussions o f representations o f Englishness in this way are more 
suggestive o f Billig's (1995) banal or mundane characterisation o f nationalism than they are 
o f Smith's cultural-historical perspective. The below excerpts in which John and other
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participants discuss what represents Englishness to them or what Englishness 'means to 
them ' demonstrate this pattern further.
John: Cleaning the car [represents Englishness to me]... Having had the Sunday lunch 
or whatever and out there Sunday afternoon cleaning the car... I was out there 
cleaning, I suddenly thought this is such an English pastime isn't it [laughing]...so I 
said to [my wife] go and get the [disposable] camera [given to  John as part o f the 
fieldwork].
Alan (white, twenties): The flag o f St George [represents Englishness to  me, as 
does]...the English football team [laughs], well any English sports teams... English 
food.
Terri (white, thirties): The food you cook [represents Englishness to  me]... There was 
the little  traditions [from Terri's childhood] like...the Sunday roast and English 
cooked breakfasts, Yorkshire puddings, so it's a lot around the food... Maybe sort of 
Christmas traditions and things like that.
English food, English sports, seasonal rituals and pastimes such as spending a 'Sunday 
afternoon cleaning the car' are some of the more mundane symbols and rituals through 
which Englishness is described in everyday contexts seemingly far removed from the drama, 
charisma and mythologies o f English history. These findings to some extent challenge 
Smith's largely historically-concerned definition o f national identity and reflect, rather, the 
daily reproduction o f 'everyday nationhood' (Fox and Miller-ldriss 2008) w ith in 'the 
mundane spaces and rhythms' o f daily life (Edensor 2006, 526). But despite this evidence for 
mundane and everyday Englishness, all o f the white participants who identified as English in 
the study did also refer at some point, in some form, to  the kinds o f historical symbols w ith 
which Smith's definition o f national identity is concerned. Therefore, it could be argued that 
these everyday rituals and national imaginings are fundamentally underpinned by the 
awareness, to whatever extent, o f a national history and its attendant symbols and myths.
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5.2.4 The English moral community
Among those who identified as English, the discussion o f rituals and symbols, mundane or 
otherwise, was often accompanied by the description o f an English political and moral 
community defined in relation to  English values. The below excerpts are all in response to 
the question 'what does Englishness mean to  you?'
Lizzie (white, twenties): Joining a queue when you don't know what it's for. Pimms, 
being polite...everyone becomes suddenly very happy when it's sunny... Englishness 
[long pause]...yeah, just generally politeness I think.
Dennis (white, seventies): I mean the old fashioned virtues as they were... these 
abstract ideas, justice, fairness and...stiff upper lip...reticence, things o f that kind, I 
think, should be...are English... Not being loud mouthed, not boasting, things like 
that.
William (white, sixties): The way people conduct the ir lives in this country, it's the 
way people react to  each other... It's the way people have a respect for each other 
and have a respect for the environment they live in.
In these excerpts Englishness is defined by behavioural dispositions and community values. 
Sometimes, as w ith Liz and Dennis, these are dispositions and values commonly associated 
w ith Englishness in the popular imagination, such as being 'polite ' or 'fairness'. However, 
participants also regularly describe English values in broader terms, as seen w ith William, 
who in relation to notions o f 'respect for each other... [and] for the environment' associates 
Englishness w ith somewhat vague values and dispositions that would be recognised as 
important w ithin most societies outside o f England, and thus might be seen to  more 
accurately reflect a basic perspective on social cohesion.
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Discussions o f English values such as these are in this way generally marked by vagueness 
and also by inconsistency. Many participants express certainty that English values exist, but 
also express a considerable lack o f certainty as to what specifically English values are. It was 
commonplace fo r participants to  change their view on what these values might be during 
interviews, thus emphasising the extent to which the meaning of Englishness is contingent 
and how different meanings o f Englishness can be mobilised by the same participant at 
different times (Mann [2011,117] finds a similar pattern). However, as w ith dubious mythic 
histories, and as w ith the apparent non-specificity to Englishness o f Dallas and car washing, 
questions o f whether participants construct English values consistently, or whether the 
values they identify are valid or distinctive to  the people of England are somewhat beside 
the point in the context of this analysis. What matters fo r the construction o f English 
identities is that some notion of values is accepted as specifically English. This accepted 
specificity o f English values enables the construction by these participants o f an English 
'collectivity that supports a set o f ethical parameters' (Malesevic 2006,119); that is, a moral 
community in which English identifying participants can locate themselves and others 
around them.
5.2.5 Is English culture white?
In the first section o f this chapter excerpts from five Black and British Asian participants 
suggested that from the ir perspective Englishness is, in Hadeel's words, 'a term  o f essential, 
racial descent' from which they feel excluded. In the subsequent sections, however, the 
descriptions o f Englishness from white people who identify as English are found to  involve 
no obviously racialised content. Instead the representations and narratives they draw on 
centre on ideas about English culture, history and values. If we return to  Smith's definition 
o f the nation discussed in Chapter Two -  'a named community possessing an historic 
territory...a common public culture and common laws and customs' (Smith 2002, 15) -  we 
can see that from white participants' perspectives that Englishness appears to  be based on 
the kinds o f historical and cultural frameworks discussed by Smith. For those who identify as 
English, the 'pattern o f values, symbols, memories, myths and traditions' (Smith 2000 cited
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in Asari et ai 2008, 2) they utilise in the ir description o f Englishness would appear to be 
ostensibly racially-neutral and cultural in character and therefore potentially voluntarist and 
open to  adoption by anyone.
Analysis o f most participants who are not white's discussions o f English culture, however, 
suggests that, for these participants, a direct association is drawn between these cultural 
and historical discourses and the patterns o f racialised exclusion described in the first 
section o f the chapter. The following excerpts from Patricia and Dawn's interviews 
demonstrate this.
Patricia (Black, forties): I know more about the Tudors than possibly my own history.
CLO: Okay. So you don't feel part o f the history that you learned?
Patricia: No... That's English history, it's not my history... I'm a Black woman who has
history in Trinidad, more so than I have...with Henry VIII.
Dawn (Black, forties): If you are not born essentially by parents that are Caucasian 
[then]...I really don't see how you could become...English as such, fo r Englishness as 
we understand it, Shakespeare, Macbeth, all o f those things, can't see how one 
could become [English].
For Patricia and Dawn, both o f whom were born and spent their early years in Caribbean 
countries, English history and culture is directly associated w ith whiteness. Patricia is 
familiar w ith the history o f Tudor England following her education in English schools but, in 
clear contrast to Lizzie's or Helen's earlier discussion o f the Tudors, she does not identify 
w ith this period or its key personalities; it is not, she feels, part o f her history as a Black 
woman from Trinidad. Dawn suggests that to become English requires white parentage and 
links this racialised Englishness directly to a cultural identification w ith Shakespeare, thus 
suggesting that the key cultural symbols o f Englishness are associated by her w ith whiteness
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and a white English ancestry. For these Black participants, therefore, English historical and 
cultural resources are far from straightforwardly national and potentially open to  being 
adopted, as is suggested by white participants' descriptions, they are, rather, fundamentally 
associated w ith a racialised, white category.
It might be argued that this relationship between English culture and whiteness is 
unsurprising given participants such as Dawn and Patricia's early life outside o f England. 
From this perspective the access that many white people have to  the symbolic resources of 
Englishness, through, for example, the ir upbringing by 'English' parents would mean that 
they are more likely to  identify as English. Research in the United States has demonstrated 
that it is only in later generations that 'immigrant groups' become integrated or assimilated 
into a majority, national culture (Waters & Jimenez 2005). Dawn, Patricia and others spent 
the ir early years in countries other than England. Furthermore, all o f the participants in this 
study who are not white have at least one parent or grandparent who was born and brought 
up outside o f England and thus might not have had the same exposure and socialisation to 
English culture, history, rituals and so on, as many white participants. They therefore may 
somewhat inevitably associate English culture w ith the majority population o f England.
However, as will be discussed in subsequent sections o f this chapter, many white 
participants who identify as English have very similar migrant backgrounds and family 
histories to non-white participants. Furthermore, as the below excerpt from Edward (British 
Pakistani, thirties) demonstrates, among many participants who are not white and who 
were born and socialised in England, while they do not identify as English they do strongly 
identify w ith English culture. For these participants, crucially, the ir racialised perspective on 
Englishness seems to  preclude the option o f identifying as English.
I look Pakistani so therefore that's the perception that everyone else sees. You're 
from somewhere [other than England]. They may not know exactly where you're 
from, but you're not...the classic...WASP [White Anglo-Saxon Protestant] kind o f 
background...so therefore that is part o f me, and something that became more 
apparent to me [as he grew older]... My attitude, my values, my culture is much
110
more closely associated...[with being] from England, it's not really [inaudible] w ith 
being somebody from Pakistan. I don't have a connection w ith the country 
[Pakistan].
Despite apparently high levels o f English 'national capital' (Hage 1998) -  his birth and 
upbringing in England, his identification w ith the 'attitude', 'values' and 'culture' o f England 
-  Edward does not identify as English, which he sees as a category indelibly associated with 
whiteness (a 'classic WASP background'). As someone who is not white Edward feels that 
'the perception' held by others in society is that he is 'from somewhere' other than England. 
Thus Edward ultimately feels that non-Englishness and perhaps Pakistani-ness, is socially 
ascribed onto him in relation to his skin colour; Edward's racialised subjectivity thus 
constrains the 'forms of personhood' that he feels are available to him (Knowles 2003, 31).
Although Edward describes himself as having no 'connection w ith ' Pakistan, in the below 
excerpt from later in the same interview he discusses how he has cultivated a Pakistani 
identity in recent years.
Three years ago I couldn't even tell you the Prime Minister of Pakistan... [More 
recently he has been] reading more about the history o f the country because...l want 
to  get an idea o f [it, because] actually that's part o f who I am, that's part o f my 
identity... I've started doing that more recently, and I have a bit o f a closer 
connection to  Pakistan now in terms of understanding about [the country] ... And it's 
interesting now [that his infant daughter] Lilian's born, she's...half Pakistani, half 
Bengali, so...on the [UK 'equal opportunities' or census form] chart she's 'Other 
Asian' [laughs], so I just thought about it and I thought what do I tell her? I [will] say 
[to her] you're half-Pakistani, but what does that mean? ...I can [now, since reading 
about the history of Pakistan] say well actually this is the background of the country.
For Edward, his investment in an identity in relation to  a nation w ith which he has no 
'connection' is apparently an easier option than adopting an English identity, despite the 
affinity he feels to values and culture he associates w ith Englishness. The same goes fo r his
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daughter Lilian who he feels w ill similarly be perceived as different (as literally 'Other' in 
state-defined terms). At no stage in his interviews did Edward suggest that he wants to 
identify as English or that his feelings o f exclusion from Englishness are related in any way to 
his recent interest in Pakistani culture. However, Edward's cultivation o f a Pakistani identity 
would appear to  partly be a reaction to a sense o f cultural dislocation from the dominant 
culture o f the country in which he lives, an experience which he suspects may be shared by 
his daughter when she is older. Due to the perception that Englishness is white, Edward 
does not feel able to identify himself or his daughter w ith the category that he feels most 
represents his 'culture', 'attitudes' and 'values'. Therefore Edward looks to  a Pakistani 
cultural and historical identity that has been in part ascribed onto him w ith in a racialised 
society in which to  be English means to be white.
I am not suggesting that if Edward were to  identify as English rather than Pakistani that this 
would somehow provide him (and other people who do not identify as white in England) 
with a more authentic and satisfactory national or ethnic sense o f self. Interviews w ith many 
Black and British Asian participants such as Dawn, Patricia, Upala, Hadeel and further 
participants who do not identify as English, dp not suggest that their exclusion from 
Englishness is regretted, that they feel any kind o f sense o f loss, or that they relate the 
exclusion to  feelings o f negative self-worth (though as subsequent sections o f this chapter 
will demonstrate, there are participants fo r whom this is the case). Nevertheless, Edward 
seems to  feel that the category English, which for him represents the culture w ith which he 
most identifies, is unavailable to him due to  the association o f this category and its 
interrelated cultural symbols w ith whiteness. Ultimately Edward's ability and sense o f 
agency in being able to  securely 'carve out' an identity that might 'reflect...the realit[y] o f 
[his] cultural upbringing' (Ifekwunigwe 1999, xiii) as he sees it, is constrained by the 
racialisation o f Englishness and by the constraining effects o f a racialised subjectivity on the 
identity categories that he feels are available to  him.
From Dawn, Patricia and Edward's perspectives, therefore, the cultural content o f 
Englishness, its symbols, representations and narratives, are racialised and cannot be fully 
identified with. This pattern is repeated regardless o f the extent to  which these participants
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are familiar with Englishness and regardless o f the ir level o f socialisation into what might be 
considered 'English' culture. This pattern suggests that those white participants who draw 
on nationally-framed, ostensibly racially-neutral discourses when constructing what 
Englishness 'means to ' them may be drawing on a 'power-evasive repertoire' (Frankenberg 
1993, 197) through which the racialised underpinnings o f Englishness are obscured. This 
view is supported by the analysis o f how English identities are constructed which will be 
discussed in the remainder of this chapter.
5.3 English Identities
The subsequent sections o f this chapter will demonstrate that white participants who 
identify as English do so in ways that are significantly different to those participants who 
identify as English and are not white. These patterns were found during an analysis o f the 
ways in which participants discuss not so much what Englishness is, as per the analysis in 
previous section o f this chapter, but rather the ways in which they identify as and fee l 
English.
5.3.1 Taken-for-granted white English identities
Of twenty-five white participants interviewed, twenty-two state that they 'feel English'. The 
three participants who identify as white but do not identify as English identify as Irish, Polish 
and as British. The standard response from twenty o f these participants to the question 
'Would you say that you feel English?' was a swift and affirmative response. The tw o white 
participants who identified as English but did not respond swiftly and affirmatively were 
more qualified in the ir response for reasons related to their having spent much of the ir 
earlier life in South Africa. These participants will be discussed in a later section o f this 
chapter. For all other white participants who identified as English, English identities were 
constructed in a way that suggested that this identification was taken-for-granted. 
Responses to  the question 'Flow often do you think about being English?' illustrate this.
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Nicholas (white, sixties): Not very often... I just don't. I know that I am an
Englishman.
William (white, sixties): Not that frequently [laughs], no I don't... You just accept 
what you are.
Guy (white, forties): It's not really a fair question because it is what I am... I just do 
feel English.
John (white, forties): I don't know, it's just part o f who I am.
Kevin (white, thirties): Erm...actually never really.
April (white, sixties): Well I can't say I th ink or don't think... it's just my lifestyle. No I 
can't th ink that I think or not th ink about it at all really.
Oliver (white, twenties): Not very often. More since I've started talking to  you.
These responses suggest that 'being English' is something that is not thought about often or 
frequently by these white participants, if it is thought about at all. It is just 'what you are' -  
it is 'what I am', 'part o f who I am' -  it is something that one doesn't 'think or not th ink 
about'. As Guy argues, asking how often he thinks about being English 'is not really a fair 
question', as being English does not require his conscious thought; he is simply English by 
default. White participants therefore feel that Englishness is something that is definitively 
there w ith in them, and which is apparently, as w ith Oliver's response which echoes the 
responses o f several other participants, only raised into their consciousness w ith in the 
interview situation.
Responses to  the question o f whether white participants ever 'act in a way that is English' 
raise a similar set of responses.
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Andrew (white, sixties): I have no idea... I suppose just being is being English.
Paul (white, seventies): Do I ever act in a way that's English? Erm, I can't answer that, I 
have no idea.
Maureen (white, sixties): How would I know?
For these participants, acting English is portrayed as something that is not achieved or 
experienced consciously. As Andrew states, 'just being is being English', which makes it 
difficult if  not impossible for him to identify when he is acting English. Paul and Maureen 
similarly suggest that they could never know  whether they are acting English such is the 
extent to which they take the ir identification w ith the category fo r granted. For these 
participants, English identities thus appear to  be constructed and reproduced habitually, 
'below the level o f calculation and even consciousness' (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992,128), 
in the same way that one might habitually reproduce unmarked, normative identity 
categories such as heterosexuality or whiteness. The responses to the questions o f 'how 
often' they 'th ink about being English' or whether they 'act English' suggest that white 
participants rarely if ever reflect on the normativity and legitimacy o f this identification, a 
pattern that was found regardless o f any differences in the descriptions they offered o f 
what constitutes Englishness.
The following excerpt from Guy's interview demonstrates the importance o f ritua l repetition  
in this kind o f habitually constructed, taken-for-granted English identity, but also the 
inherent limitations o f the extent to which this identity can be experienced as if  a 
naturalised part o f the self.
CLO: What does Englishness mean to you?
Guy (white, forties): Well that's the impossible question isn't it? That really is the 
impossible question... [pause]. You can't define an intangible. I know what I mean
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but I don't th ink I can put it into words... All I can say is I don't know except I know 
what it is. And that's...not a precise answer, and from your point o f view it's not a 
satisfactory answer...but I know what it is... Earlier this month...I'm in the bath and 
I've got the Radio 4 on in the morning, and they say..."Today is Her Majesty the 
Queen's official birthday" and then they play the national anthem and I stand up in 
the bath, because I do, because that's the way I am... It's [pause]. That's a tough 
question, I don't know. It's something that, w ithout being able to  define it, I feel 
there's something that represents me and which I therefore respond to... I can't 
really tell you what that is... You've probably got a better idea having listened to  a 
hundred o f these [interviews], but I haven't having only given you one. Like I say, I 
don't know what it is, but if you run it up the flagpole...I'll tell you if I'm going to 
salute it... You know, it's, sorry, not a satisfactory answer.
For Guy, Englishness is intangible, indefinable, and almost inexpressible, but he nevertheless 
knows that it is something. Although Guy finds the imprecision of his descriptions o f what 
Englishness means to  him irritating -  and in the context o f the interview perhaps even 
embarrassing -  this experience does not lead to a thoroughgoing critical reflection on the 
constructedness o f his English identity. Englishness is something that 'represents him ' and 
that he 'responds to ' even though he does not have, in his view, a 'satisfactory' notion o f 
what it is. Guy suggests that if someone runs something English 'up the flagpole' then he will 
tell them whether he is 'going to  salute it'. The decision to  recognise something as 'English', 
'to  salute it', is thus based to a substantial extent on a habitual understanding o f what 
Englishness is rather than a conscious, comprehensive understanding o f the category and 
identity. Guy cannot explain why he stood up ritually in the bath to the national anthem -  
'that's the way I am' -  but through the expectation he holds that Englishness exists and his 
subsequent, ritual practise o f what he considers to  be an expression o f this Englishness, he 
'ends up producing the very phenomenon that [he] anticipates' (Butler 1990/1999, xv).
Ultimately it is through this kind o f repetitive, ritual act -  whether standing up in the bath or 
simply declaring oneself English -  that, in Judith Butler's terms, a performatively 
constructed identity 'achieves its effects' as if  natural (ibid, xv). Guy constructs his
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Englishness as a fa it  accompli rather than as an identity that he is reproducing through his 
actions. The effect o f this is that his performatively constructed Englishness is experienced 
as an uncontested reality -  a way o f being -  despite its evident vagueness and 
incompleteness. The extent to  which Guy considers his English identity to  be naturalised is 
further evidenced in the below excerpt.
CLO: Do you ever act in a way that is English?
Guy: I trade heavily on being English [...] I do try  business-wise sometimes to  use that 
to... convince [people] that what I'm saying is straight and is honest... So yes, yeah, 
[I] regularly [act in a way that's English]... And it's true. I'm English...I'm not lying to 
anybody.
Even though Guy can pinpoint the moments when he instrumentally 'acts English', this is 
not, he argues, a performance of Englishness -  it is not an act, he is 'not lying to  anybody' -  
it is, rather, 'true ' Englishness, 'an interior essence' (Butler 1990/1999, xv). Butler argues 
that through performatives 'the appearance of substance is precisely that, a constructed 
identity, a performative accomplishment which the...social audience, including the actors 
themselves, come to believe and to perform in the mode of be lie f (ibid, 214). White 
participants such as Guy know that they are English because they feel that they are English. 
However, Englishness is 'an entity which "is" only insofar as subjects believe...in its 
existence' (Zizek 1993, 596), and taken-for-granted, white English identities are thus 
dependent in their construction, and in their experience as real, on the expectation the 
participant holds o f their reality. English identities are in this way thoroughly socially 
achieved; they are experienced by white participants as if a naturalised part o f the self, but 
they are only rendered real through ritually repeated social practise. What is crucial about 
this finding, as will become clear in later sections o f this chapter and throughout this thesis, 
is that fo r white participants, in stark contrast to  non-white participants, this unmarked, 
seemingly naturalised performative process o f identification has two key consequences: 
firstly, that white participants have no reason to  suspect that the legitimacy o f their
117
Englishness will ever be questioned; and/secondly, that the fundamental link between the 
construction o f the ir English identities and the ir whiteness is often obscured.
That is not to  argue, however, that the performative reiteration and construction o f English 
identities is experienced as unproblematic or somehow whole or complete. Like many other 
participants, Guy expects the present study to find the answer to  what 'Englishness means' 
-  by virtue o f the 'hundred' interviews he suggests I have undertaken -  but in the meantime 
he concedes there is something inchoate and intangible, contradictory and ambiguous, 
about his English identity. The constructed and contingent nature of social identities means 
that they cannot tru ly  be experienced as 'natural' precisely because they are socially 
constructed and unstable. As Butler argues, 'identification will not "work" to  the extent that 
the norm is not fully incorporated or, indeed, incorporable' (Butler 1999,118). In this way, a 
racialised or gendered performative is impossible to  experience unproblematically as 
constructing a fully naturalised identity. While Guy and the other white participants quoted 
in this section experience and reproduce Englishness performatively w ith little  or no 
conscious calculation, they are often simultaneously and openly aware o f contradictions, 
contingencies and instabilities that arise when discussing English identities (see, for 
example, Guy's discussion o f the unsatisfactory answers he feels he is providing). Most 
white participants thus consider themselves to be habitually attuned to  the ir English 
identities, yet there is also an inherent instability to  the ir identification which is found w ithin 
the very performative expression by which it is produced.
5.3.2 Precarious English Identities
The remainder o f this chapter turns its attention to  the key ways in which the English 
identities o f participants who do not identify as white and do identify as English differ from 
the taken-for-granted identities o f white participants. Only seven out o f the study's sixteen 
participants who are not white identify as English. It is noteworthy, as discussed in Chapter 
Four, that the only participant who did not understand Englishness to  denote a national or 
ethnic identity category at all was a young Black man, Bradley (twenties). Furthermore, only
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one non-white participant responded to the question o f whether they 'feel English' w ith the 
kind o f swift and affirmative response found among white participants. Alvin (Black, 
twenties) responded unequivocally and positively to  the question o f whether he 'fe lt 
English'. However, the taken-for-granted character o f Alvin's identification as English 
unravelled as the interview progressed. The below excerpt is part o f a discussion in which I 
have introduced the notion held by many that while British identity is based on citizenship, 
being English refers to  a white 'ethnic identity' that is 'based on descent'. I have suggested 
to Alvin that many people, including other Black people in Britain and most o f the Black 
people I had interviewed, would not consider Alvin to be English for this reason.
Alvin: Okay, I understand that now, I mean the way I was looking at it is that English 
just means you was born in England...
CLO: ...And what do you think about it from your perspective?
Alvin: ...If I based [being English] on saying that my parents are from England, then 
obviously they're not from England so then I couldn't be English because my parents 
don't originate from England. If that's what being English means...maybe it would be 
more...correct to say that I'm British rather than English.
In this excerpt Alvin's previously unquestioned Englishness is queried and destabilised by my 
introduction o f a particular racialised perspective on Englishness. Alvin suggests that he can 
now 'understand' the 'correct' view o f 'what being English means' in relation to  the 
boundary o f ancestry. This shift may have been affected by Alvin's possible perspective of 
me as a 'university expert' providing him w ith the 'right' answer and an understanding of 
the way that these things 'should' be. Whether or not this is the case, this was nevertheless 
an exceptional moment during fieldwork, as Alvin's shift from identifying as English to 
suggesting that he is perhaps in fact not English was the only instance o f anything like this in 
fifty-nine interviews. It is remarkable, furthermore, that this took place during the interview 
of the only non-white participant who identified, albeit only initially, as English w ithout 
qualification.
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Salam and Jacqui's interviews exemplify the key pattern by which English identities are 
constructed in ways that are not taken-for-granted. Both participants identify as Mixed-race 
and both have one white parent and one parent who is not white. In the below excerpt 
Salam (Mixed-race, thirties) states that he feels English, but that he feels that his 
Englishness is qualified by the colour o f his skin.
CLO: And would you say that you feel English?
Salam: Erm [pause], yeah [drawn out, sounding undecided]? Now...ethnically 
English? No... I always fe lt that that's sort o f a bit o f an identity that's been withheld 
from me... It was never something that I could have, but I think, it's something I 
probably would like to  have. I mean...I am ethnically part English, so I have some 
stake in the identity [...] If, say, an Eastern European family settled... by [their] 
grandchildren they'll be indistinguishable from English children, but that's because 
they're white...there's no problem there. Say an Indian family settling, as so many 
have... second, third, fourth generations even, I still don't th ink Englishness as a 
culture is sort o f available to them [...] I am English, but I don't feel I'm allowed to  be 
English.
In contrast to  the white participants discussed in the previous section, Salam is guarded and 
hesitant in his affirmative response to the question of whether he feels English. He does feel 
English, due in part to  his cultural affinity w ith Englishness, which he discusses at length 
elsewhere in the interview in terms of symbolic resources such as English representations, 
characteristics and values, and in ways no different to that found among white participants. 
What is clearly different from white participants perspectives, however, is Salam's 
discussion of how the heritage he describes himself as inheriting from his white father gives 
him 'some stake in the identity', as having a stake in an identity is very different to  a taken- 
for-granted identity. Although Salam feels English, and wants to  be English, the unmarked 
sense of Englishness described by white participants is, he feels, withheld from him because 
of the colour o f his skin. While William, quoted earlier in this chapter, feels able to  say that
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in being English 'you just accept what you are', Salam's lack o f acceptance as English means 
that he does not feel accepted as English due to  the racialised boundaries o f the category. In 
Salam's statement -  'I am English but I don 't feel I'm allowed to  be English' -  the effects of 
the taken-for-granted, performative constructions demonstrated by many white 
participants -  'it's just part o f who I am' -  are inverted. Salam identifies as English, but, 
because he is not white, the process by which white people can normalise English identities 
as part o f the ir sense o f self is not, for him, possible; Salam feels that Englishness can never 
'just' be part of who he is.
Jacqui (Mixed-race, thirties) also identifies as English and, as the below excerpt 
demonstrates, also associates the category very closely w ith whiteness.
Jacqui: I was brought up by white people... I will never get along w ith 
[Black/Jamaican people] because the ir mentality and their ways... I like the English 
side [of my heritage] 'cause that's what I can more relate to  [than the 
Black/Jamaican side] [...] [I feel English] 'cause I don't talk Black [...] I th ink anyone 
can be English, but obviously if you've got different colour skin then you're not a 
hundred percent [laughs]?
CLO: Not a hundred percent.
Jacqui: Yeah, 'cause...I mean I feel like I'm English but I know that my colour's Black. 
You can't say that I'm white, you know. My ways might be white ways...
Jacqui does not draw on the same cultural and historical representations as Salam, though 
elsewhere in the interview she utilises her birth in England as a symbolic resource to 
legitimise her sense o f Englishness. Jacqui identifies as Mixed-race and, like Salam, in a 
discussion about her sense o f Englishness she emphasises her white, and therefore, as she 
sees it, English heritage which she relates to  her upbringing by her white mother. Jacqui 
suggests that this white English upbringing is reflected in her English/white character and 
cultural dispositions; she may not be white, but she does have 'white ways' and does not
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'talk Black'. Jacqui thus constructs a distance between her sense o f Englishness and the 
Black, Caribbean heritage o f her father's side, valorising her 'white ways' which she 
considers to be superior to  the 'ways' o f Black people (some of the reasons behind this 
racialised construction of Jacqui's identity will be explored in detail in Chapter Nine). Jacqui, 
like Salam, suggests that she would like to  be accepted as authentically English, but despite 
her identification w ith Englishness she, again like Salam, feels that her non-whiteness 
mediates her authenticity as English. Although Jacqui's 'ways' might be considered to  be the 
ways o f white -  and thus, fo r Jacqui, English -  people, she nevertheless feels that her skin 
colour 'obviously' prevents her from being 'a hundred percent' English.
By drawing on symbolic resources such as a knowledge o f English culture or the symbolism 
o f having been born in England, Salam and Jacqui deploy the ir 'national capital' (Hage 1998), 
the accumulation o f which can potentially be converted into a sense o f legitimate belonging 
w ithin a national category. But core to  both Salam and Jacqui's constructions o f English 
identities is their deployment o f racialised arguments that aim to  position them as 
authentically English in relation to their white heritage; arguments that are seen as 
unavailable to  others such as Edward, who was discussed earlier in this chapter, due to a 
lack o f white ancestry. However, Salam and Jacqui see their paths to  authentic Englishness 
sent o ff course by way of the same embodied, racialised reasoning from which they depart; 
their white heritage is supposed to  legitimise the ir sense of Englishness, but ultimately they 
feel that their appearance to many (including themselves) w ith in a racialised society as non­
white ultimately marks them as un-English. Culturally they consider themselves to  be 
English yet, as Ifekwunigwe finds in relation to her research participants, 'Societal 
assumptions based exclusively on their physical appearances frequently deny this 
reality...[as] society tells them that they must deny this socialising fact and remember' the ir 
location in relation to racialised norms (1999, 171-2). Whereas for Guy and other white 
participants an incomplete sense o f Englishness is ultimately normalised as part o f a taken- 
for-granted identity, for Salam and Jacqui their non-whiteness renders the ir English 
identities inherently incomplete and thus precarious. Ultimately the ir racialised 
subjectivities preclude the construction o f a fully secure English identity.
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While Salam and Jacqui's English identities are characterised by elements o f regret and a 
sense o f disempowerment in relation to  an incomplete sense o f Englishness, another 
similarly precarious but more confident and positively-framed pattern of English 
identification is found among three further participants, two o f whom identify as Black and 
one as Anglo-Indian. This confidence is, however, not manifested in the kinds o f taken-for- 
granted English identities demonstrated by white participants. These English identities are 
instead constructed in ways that firstly recognise and then build upon a disjuncture 
between Englishness and non-whiteness. In the following excerpt Sebastian (Black, forties) 
has been asked whether he feels English. Sebastian immediately raises a disjuncture 
between his Blackness and his identification w ith Englishness.
Do I feel English? I really hate it when [Black] people say...'I'm British but I'm not
English'... It seems really strange to me... I feel very English... Yeah I definitely feel
English.
Despite clearly identifying as English, Sebastian nevertheless suggests that his English 
identity is open to question. He affirms that he feels English but not until after he has 
negotiated this identification in the context o f his Blackness and in relation to  how other 
Black people might identify in national terms. The use o f the adverbs 'very' and 'definitely' 
in affirm ing an English identity express an emphasis which is not found among white 
participants, suggesting an identity which, despite the positive, assertive and confident 
tone, is experienced as potentially precarious; why be 'very' or 'definitely' English if English 
is simply what you are? This is not to  argue that Sebastian's Englishness is not genuinely fe lt 
by him, but rather that his English identity is, to  some extent, thought about in relation to  
how others might categorise him. Sebastian's Englishness is therefore to  some extent 
explicitly considered and calculated in relation to the dominant racialised understanding o f 
Englishness as white. As someone who is Black, Sebastian's Englishness is not the 'default' 
identity constructed by white participants as if an 'in terior essence' (Butler 1990/1999, xv) 
but is, rather, constructed as a relatively precarious identification that requires a far greater 
degree o f explicit affirmation.
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Two more participants who are not white, Rashid and Ayan, similarly work on constructing 
confident yet ultimately precarious English identities. In contrast to  Sebastian, the English 
identities constructed by Rashid and Ayan emerge from a more politicised critique o f 
discourses o f race and racism. Rashid identifies as Anglo-Indian and has one white parent 
and one parent who is of South Asian heritage. He is Salam's brother and also in his thirties. 
Rashid began to consider himself to  be English while living in Australia, after Australians and 
UK citizens there described him, to  his surprise, as an Englishman. Since then, after much 
reflection, he has adopted an English identity which he constructs in ways directly opposed 
to its racist forms.
People have said...how do you justify calling yourself English?... Well enough 
Englishmen don't give a damn for me to say actually it's not that exclusive a club. 
There are those who will say positively yes I should be included, and yeah there are 
those that think I should be chucked into the [English] Channel...but ultimately I 
don't care what other people think [...] Englishness should be about leading the way 
fo r inclusion.
Rashid identifies as English following his experiences in Australia, after which his 
identification has developed in part, as he describes elsewhere in his interview, because of 
cultural affiliations developed over a lifetime in England and in part, as in the excerpt above, 
as a politicised reaction to white racism. As w ith Sebastian, Rashid's identification as English 
is thus partly constructed here in relation to a disjuncture between a white Englishness and 
his non-whiteness. Unlike Sebastian, however, Rashid's discussion o f his English identity 
explicitly engages in a critique o f racialised constructions o f Englishness. For Rashid, 
Englishness should not be defined in relation to racialised difference and whiteness but 
instead as 'leading the way for inclusion'. Rashid therefore aims to 'justify ' his English 
identity explicitly in relation to  an agentic, anti-racist stance defined in opposition to  a 
normatively white Englishness.
Ayan similarly constructs an English identity based on a critique o f racialised conceptions o f 
Englishness. Ayan is Black, in her twenties, and has lived fo r most o f her life in the
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Netherlands where her family migrated from Somalia when she was very young. She has a 
degree in sociology which, as becomes apparent in what follows, influences her discussion 
of English identity.
When you say English and...you're not white, it seems to some people it might not 
be the correct term  that we should be using [...] Do I see myself as being English? ... 
If being English means having a set o f characteristics or a set o f virtues then yes, I like 
curry, I like going to  the pub and having a Sunday roast... [Therefore] yes I would say 
that I do consider myself [English]... Part o f me thinks that the whole word English, 
or Englishness...[is] a bit o f a construct... If [being English] only relates to  the natives 
of the country then I think that might be...perceived as...having a racist undertone 
[...] I see myself as being [English] because...of the characteristics that I've 
mentioned that...some o f us share... I think the trouble is...you can never give a 
simple answer to  that question because there's someone who will look at you [if 
Ayan were to say she is English] and they will think [Ayan affects a look o f surprise] 
because their idea o f what Englishness is isn't what you or I think what Englishness 
is...so they w ill look at you rather funny.
Ayan's argument that there is never 'a simple answer' to  the question o f whether she is 
English due to there always being 'someone who will look at' her and anyone who is not 
white as non-English is the perfect illustration o f the kind of precarious English identity 
discussed in this section. However, as w ith Rashid, this is an experience that Ayan is willing 
to engage with in a way that resists the idea o f racialised exclusion -  the 'racist undertone' -  
associated w ith the category. Demonstrating her background in sociology, Ayan suggests 
that Englishness is a social construct and that the essentially constructed nature o f the 
category renders fixed, 'racist' constructions o f Englishness problematic. Like Rashid, Ayan 
affirms her identification as English both in relation to  English culture -  English 
'characteristics' and 'virtues' -  and by drawing on an argument that justifies her 
identification directly in relation to  a critique o f racialised, white conceptions o f Englishness.
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The ways in which Rashid and Ayan identify as English are thus consciously rationalised and 
calculated in ways not found among white participants. They both take self-consciously 
politicised perspectives on Englishness from which they consider it strategically necessary to 
build defensive arguments aimed at subverting the dominant racialised norms o f white 
Englishness. These politicised, empowered, anti-racist perspectives are resistant to  the kinds 
o f feelings o f cultural dislocation suggested by Edward's discussions o f English culture, and 
the feelings o f inauthenticity experienced by Salam and Jacqui. Their Englishness remains 
precarious, but rather than rejecting the category or expressing and experiencing 
Englishness in relation to a notion o f a fixed, racialised identity and a sense o f lack, absence 
and exclusion, Rashid and Ayan take an adversarial stance to the normative whiteness that 
is responsible fo r this sense of precariousness. In this way, the racialised precariousness of 
their Englishness is being utilised in the service o f a subversive identification that does not 
give any ground to  the idea that they are anything but legitimately English.
5.3.3 Moving away from precarious English identities
Precarious English identities are also found among a small number o f white participants who 
do not demonstrate the same level o f security in the ir Englishness as the white participants 
discussed in section 5.3.1. Jody (white, thirties) and Terri (white, thirties) were both born 
and brought up in South Africa where they lived for over twenty years prior to  moving to 
London. Both identified as British or English w ithin a South African national environment in 
which to identify in this way is to identify as white but as distinct from those who identify as 
Afrikaans. Now living in the UK, both participants feel that they are authentically English in 
many respects, in relation to many cultural practises and dispositions, but that they are also 
sometimes marked as different, particularly in relation to the ir South African accents. The 
Englishness o f Terri and Jody is therefore precarious in a way that is somewhat similar to 
that o f the participants discussed in the previous section. However, in the below excerpt 
Terri suggests that she might, one day, think o f herself as being English in a more stable, 
secure sense.
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CLO: So you would describe yourself as South African in England a lot o f the time?
Terri: [Pause] Yeah [uncertain sounding]. I guess fo r now but...I th ink probably the 
longer you live here that probably changes as well. I've got a few friends who are 
coming onto eight-to-ten years that they've been here, and I th ink they're trying 
to...move away from the South African label.
Terri has a relationship w ith Englishness that is different to that o f the non-white 
participants discussed in the previous section due to the sense o f m obility  she feels in 
relation to  being or becoming English. Terri suggests that she may be in the process o f a 
slow acculturation towards a surer identification w ith Englishness, and describes how white 
friends o f hers from South Africa who have been resident in England for longer than she has 
are perhaps achieving this already in moving 'away from the South African label'. As has 
been demonstrated, Sebastian, Rashid, Salam, Jacqui and Ayan, in different ways, all discuss 
moving towards or wishing to identify w ith Englishness. However, unlike Terri and Jody the 
process o f identification they describe does not involve a sense o f mobility or a sense of 
confidence in the ir chances about being one day accepted as English w ithout qualification. 
Their experiences instead reflect a political struggle over the legitimacy o f the ir English 
identities due to  the dominant associations between Englishness and whiteness.
It could be argued that Terri and her friends' ambitions o f being accepted as English are 
merely aspirational. However, two further white participants suggest that they have actually 
been through the process o f a successful acculturation towards a surer sense o f Englishness 
described by Terri. When Rowan (white, sixties) was younger he never fe lt 'one hundred 
percent' English due to  his Irish heritage and Catholic upbringing, both o f which he fe lt 
impacted upon the extent to which he was able to  identify as English (see Grimley [2007, 
888-91] and Hickman [1998] for discussions o f changing perceptions o f the Catholic and Irish 
'other' in relation to Englishness). However, Rowan also answers the question o f 'how often 
he thinks about being English' using terms familiar from earlier sections o f this chapter.
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I don 't th ink I do really... You just sort of take it fo r granted...it's there in the 
background.
Similarly to  Rowan, when Joanne was younger she did not feel English due to her family, 
who migrated from South Africa when she was a baby, speaking Afrikaans in the London 
house where she grew up. Now, however, Joanne identifies passionately and unhesitatingly 
as English (Joanne's English identity w ill be explored in detail in subsequent chapters). This 
relative mobility o f white participants in becoming English and the consequent availability 
to them, if  only in potential, o f a secure sense o f Englishness is emphasised in the accounts 
o f white participants such as Stephen (white, fifties) and Simon (white, teens) who do not 
identify as English but suggest that they could 'pass' as English. Stephen is white, has lived 
all of his life in London, has an Irish mother and identifies as Irish. Simon identifies as British 
but also, variously and situationally, w ith the ethnicities o f his Spanish and Irish 
grandparents.
Stephen: If I chose to  I could pass myself o ff as English, I mean there's no doubt 
about it, I could do it, it would break my heart to do it, but I could do it [...] Plenty 
of...[Stephen's] contemporaries whose parents were Irish chose to  become English.
Simon: I could be [English in the future], yeah. I may well be in years to  come when I 
have my own children, I may change a little  bit but at the moment I don 't feel it, but I 
th ink it's very easy to  be.
Stephen and Simon believe that they have some choice regarding the ir ethnic or national 
identity. As has been demonstrated in this chapter, while the option o f identifying as English 
is potentially available to anyone, for many people who are not white the route to  an 
Englishness w ith which they can identify unproblematically is fe lt to  be marked and 
challenged if  not blocked entirely. However, if Stephen or Simon were to, in Simon's words, 
'change a little  bit' and declare their Englishness, then they are confident that they would be 
fully accepted as English. Neither feels English or desires to be English, but if  they wanted to  
be English they feel that they could be, with few if any questions asked. Just as Simon seems
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to suggest that his future children could be English, elsewhere in his interview Stephen 
discusses how his three children (to his great regret) do identify as English. This is in contrast 
to  participants discussed earlier in this chapter who do not identify as English, such as 
Edward or Dawn, who are insistent that they would never consider the ir children or 
grandchildren to  be English unless perhaps their grandchildren had some white heritage 
(this pattern will be discussed further in relation to discussions o f 'who can be English' in 
Chapters Six and Seven). The excerpts from Jody, Rowan, Stephen and Simon thus all 
suggest that white participants' racialised subjectivities help to enable a greater degree of 
mobility and choice -  even i f  fu tu re  oriented -  w ith regard to  being or becoming English 
than is found among participants who are not white.
A crucial point that was briefly made earlier and which requires emphasis again here is that 
Salam, Jacqui, Rashid, Sebastian, Edward, Alvin and to a lesser extent Ayan, have very 
similar cultural backgrounds and family histories to white participants discussed in this 
chapter such as Stephen, Simon, Joanne, Rowan, Jody, Maureen, Terri and Paul, all o f whom 
have migrated to  England or whose families have relatively recent histories o f migration. All 
o f the aforementioned non-white participants other than Ayan were born, educated and 
socialised in England, and all aside from Ayan are from a Christian background of some kind 
(Salam and Rashid, though having Muslim names, were brought up Christian).' Culturally, in 
terms of Smith's definition of national id e n tity - th e  'values, symbols, memories, myths and 
traditions that compose the distinctive heritage o f nations' (2000 cited in Asari et al 2008, 2) 
-  those who precariously identify as English, and like Edward many o f those who do not 
identify as English, seem to have at least as much access and affinity to  English cultural 
symbolic resources as do many white participants. The similarities between the migrant 
experiences and cultural backgrounds o f participants who do and do not identify as English 
are not, however, reflected in similarly expressed English identities. While people o f white 
migrant backgrounds can potentially experience English identities as a performatively 
reiterated part o f their self -  as per Maureen, 'just being is being English' -  the same cannot 
be said for people who are not white, regardless o f the ir cultural background. As Mann 
finds.
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[T]he conflation o f 'being English' w ith whiteness receives its most explicit form 
when accounting fo r post-Second World War Polish and Italian migrants who, some 
fifty  years later are not viewed as a visible presence but who have 'blended in'. 
(2011,119)
Participants who are not white feel that they cannot fully achieve -  they cannot do -  an 
essentialised English identity because in the dominant folk imaginary 'English' is a racialised 
identity category and they are not white. What is revealed by white participants' taken-for- 
granted English identities, by the inconsistencies and intangibilities o f these identities, and 
by the discussions o f white participants 'passing' as English, is that there is nothing natural 
or fixed about feeling English outside o f the expectation and performative practise -  the 
doing -  o f Englishness. The construction o f taken-for-granted white English identities is only 
achieved through the ritual repetition and normalisation of the relationship between 
Englishness and whiteness.
5.4 Conclusion
The findings in this chapter seem to  confirm prior survey and qualitative findings suggesting 
an enduring relationship between Englishness and whiteness. It is ultimately only white 
participants who feel able to construct Englishness in ways that are taken-for-granted and 
unquestioned; but, at the same time, the centrality of whiteness to  this process goes 
unspoken and unmarked for these white participants.
This association between English identities and whiteness is not merely a case o f white skin- 
colour being one, particularly salient and decisive symbolic resource or boundary. Although, 
as has been demonstrated, the boundary o f white skin certainly operates in highly effective, 
crudely visual ways in the inscribing and ascribing of English identities and non-English 
'otherness', whiteness is also crucially interrelated and tied to  the cultural and historical 
symbolic resources o f Englishness. For older, non-white participants who migrated to 
England when younger, such as Dawn and Patricia, English culture and history is directly
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associated with whiteness. As such these participants feel that they cannot identify w ith 
English culture or history, as to  be culturally English is to be white. For some younger, non­
white participants born and socialised in the UK, such as Edward, Jacqui and Salam, they 
may identify w ith English culture, but they do not finally, or do not fu lly, securely identify as 
English, because the association between English symbols and representations, English 
identities and whiteness means that the English culture they identify w ith cannot finally be 
identified w ith as their own. This process of racialised exclusion can lead to  feelings o f 
dislocation or loss and a notion that the culture o f the ir upbringing, and the culture they 
perhaps most value, is not the ir own.
As racialised subjects, the population o f England is in this way enabled and constrained in 
how they can identify as English by the ir racialised subjectivities. While for many non-white 
participants these constraints are not seen as problematic in terms of their sense of self or 
sense o f belonging, it is nonetheless a constraint which is experienced at best as 
exclusionary in relation to  the dominant, majority 'group', and at worst as exclusionary in 
relation to  a normal place in society in England.
In the confident, cultural Englishness and English identities o f Rashid and Ayan, however, 
the non-normative character o f their Englishness is treated as an opportunity fo r political, 
anti-racist subversion and resistance. The political contestation they engage in, when 
combined with the marked, self-aware and precarious sense o f their Englishness, allows 
them to  construct English identities that are critical of racialised boundaries. Although the 
core relationship between Englishness and whiteness is not and cannot currently be 
transcended -  these participants' Englishness remains defined to a great extent by its 
racialised precariousness -  Rashid and Ayan's critical approach to the identity subverts the 
racist potential o f Englishness. In this disruption o f performatively naturalised, racialised 
English identities, these participants thus provide hope for the possibility o f progressive, 
anti-racist manifestations o f Englishness.
As the next chapter demonstrates, the process discussed in this chapter by which 
associations between whiteness and the construction o f Englishness go unmarked fo r white
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participants is echoed during discussions surrounding the key question o f whether 'anyone' 
can be English.
' This is not meant to suggest a natural proximity between Englishness and Christianity but rather to emphasise 
similarities in the cultural backgrounds of the participants being discussed.
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Six: 'Can anyone be English?' (And does it matter?)
6.1 Introduction
While Chapter Five was largely concerned w ith the ways in which participants discuss 
and construct Englishness in relation to whether they are English, this chapter is 
concerned w ith how participants construct and legitimise the Englishness o f others. 
The analysis in this chapter particularly focuses on who white participants construct 
as the 'other' o f Englishness. The findings presented focus on perhaps the key 
question of the interview guide and thesis overall: 'can anyone be English?' The 
chapter will demonstrate how responses to  this and further, related questions see 
participants construct and exclude non-English 'others'.
The chapter looks in turn at the three main discursive frameworks through which 
non-English 'others' are constructed. A large majority o f white participants firm ly 
reject the notion that Englishness is or should be racialised, arguing that Englishness 
is open, 'colour-blind' and voluntarist in character. However, despite this emphasis 
on inclusion, voluntarism and the outward rejection o f a racialised Englishness, for 
most white participants Englishness remains tacitly constructed as racialised. For 
these participants, a white Englishness remains the norm in distinction to  a non­
white, racialised non-English 'other'. In the same way as was demonstrated w ith the 
construction o f taken-for-granted English identities, this centrality o f whiteness to 
ideas o f who can be English is obscured and evaded in the immediate language white 
participants draw on, meaning that the process by which they normalise the 
construction o f the racialised 'other' goes unrecognised.
The chapter w ill also demonstrate that, fo r white participants who construct 
Englishness in relation to racialised boundaries, whether someone is English or not 
matters. Although many o f these participants suggest that 'the English' are, in 
principle, one equal group among others in England, the United Kingdom or the 
European Union, analysis o f the data suggest that those who construct Englishness in
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relation to a normative whiteness in practise position this white Englishness as 
representing the cultural norm o f England. For most participants, an Englishness 
associated with whiteness ultimately, despite rhetorical suggestions otherwise, still 
represents the dominant culture o f England in relation to which other cultures are 
evaluated and expected to  adapt.
Evidence is also found fo r a smaller number o f white participants who reject 
racialised frameworks when constructing who can be English, both in principle and in 
practise. For most such participants, however, the ir constructions o f who can be 
English are nevertheless still built on essentialist and exclusionary foundations in 
relation to  nation-state boundaries and a migrant 'other'. Relatedly, fo r some 
participants, white and not white, who may reject racialised constructions of 
Englishness based on 'different kinds o f bodies' (Winant 2000, 172), and may reject 
Englishness or its political significance entirely, essentialist nation-state difference 
and boundaries are nonetheless constructed in relation to  Britishness, or a vaguer, 
legalistic national 'we'. Therefore, even when race as a legitimate distinction has 
been genuinely troubled in principle and in practise, the evidence suggests that 
similarly arbitrary and essentialising nationalist discourses o f exclusion are drawn on.
In what follows it is important to note that participants rarely held to  a single 
framework in constructing who could be English throughout their interview(s). Most 
drew on more than one framework, many changed the ir minds about which was 
most salient, and w ith some participants there was little  consistency about the 
'other' they were constructing. Although the analysis cannot reflect the full, 
contingent and inconsistent complexity o f participant constructions, it nevertheless 
analyses the constructions that were emphasised by most participants most o f the 
time and thus reflects the most frequent and important patterns found in the 
interviews.
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6.2 Frameworks of Englishness one: explicitly racialised constructions of 
Englishness
A m inority o f participants discuss the question o f whether anyone can be English in 
relation to  openly fixed, racially-conceived frameworks. There are two very different 
perspectives found for these frameworks in the data. First, the perspective o f two of 
the study's white participants, fo r whom a white Englishness is constructed as 
legitimate; and, secondly, the perspectives o f participants who are not white who 
also explicitly associate Englishness w ith whiteness. These latter participants tend to 
take a more critical perspective, and, crucially, they are positioned somewhat 
differently in relation to  Englishness w ithin the terms o f the racialised framework 
itself. This section will look at these two perspectives in turn.
Nicholas and Guy are the only two white participants who consistently construct 
Englishness in openly racialised terms. In the below excerpt Nicholas (white, sixties) 
puts forward his core argument with regard to  whether anyone can be English.
CLO: Can anyone be English?
Nicholas: Not really... I mean what is an Englishman? Well...we're not a race...
I mean there are three main races, you know, Caucasian, Mongoloid 
and...Negroid... but they're subdivided into sub-races, and...the English are a 
unique mix o f some of those sub-races aren't they, plus an odd trickle 
of...others that have come here as well...you know, like the Angles, the 
Saxons, the Jutes...[the] Vikings...the Normans. And that's created a unique 
mix...and that mix which has been more or less there for hundreds o f years 
makes us English.
While Nicholas rejects the notion that the English are a 'race' he nevertheless 
validates ideas about their being 'three main races' which can be subdivided into 
'sub-races'. Nicholas thus legitimises a particular, fixed, 'genetic' or 'biological' 
understanding of race influenced by discredited nineteenth- and twentieth-century
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biological or scientific racism (Biddiss 1966). W ithin this context, Nicholas constructs 
the English as 'a unique mix of...sub-races...which has been more or less there for 
hundreds o f years'. This construction o f racialised difference, and the timescale in 
which it is imagined to  be effective, leads to  the exclusion o f anyone whose ancestry 
cannot be traced back w ithin England for several centuries. The English are thus 
portrayed, in the last few centuries at least, as a genetically determined, ancestrally 
defined group. W ithin this framework -  and more explicitly elsewhere in his 
interviews -  Nicholas makes it clear that he thinks that anyone who is not white 
cannot be considered English.
Unlike Nicholas, Guy (white, forties) openly describes himself as 'racist' towards 
particular 'groups', most notably 'Blacks' and Muslims. A particular dislike is reserved 
fo r the Somali population o f Southton in whom he sees these two particularly hated 
categories coalesce. In the excerpt below I ask Guy whether someone who is white 
and o f Polish heritage could be considered English. This question is in response to 
earlier statements in which Guy suggests that nobody who is a post-war immigrant 
can be considered English. This is an example o f the kind o f probing question 
discussed in Chapter Four which aimed to  open up what Frankenberg calls a 
'discursive space' (1993, 39) in which participants are encouraged to reflect on the ir 
responses. The specific reference made in the question to  European migration in the 
1940s and 1950s aims to  encourage Guy to  consider whether there is any difference 
between the 'white European' migration and 'non-white' post-colonial migration 
that took place during this period.
CLO: What if someone is...third generation, I mean the ir grandparents 
[emigrated from Poland]...in the [19]40s or [19]50s, so they're white, are 
they English?
Guy: ...I th ink it helps enormously that they are not visibly different. I th ink 
the...colour thing is a huge barrier... It's not necessarily logical, it's Just there, 
you can't escape it...it's kind o f a first thing you notice about anybody... You 
can see a girl...and you know she's Black...she's not one o f us, and I th ink that
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has a huge part to  do w ith it. It's not particularly creditable, but it's there, 
and I recognise that it's there in me, and, as I say, I know it's not particularly 
creditable.
As in Chapter Five, Guy's frankness is very revealing. Although elsewhere in his 
interview Guy discusses the importance o f culture in the construction o f Englishness, 
ultimately his ideas about who can be English are tied to  the boundary o f whiteness. 
Guy shows evidence o f reflexivity by suggesting that the racialised boundaries he 
constructs are 'not necessarily logical' and perhaps 'not particularly creditable'; it is, 
he seems to  suggest, both rationally and morally questionable to  differentiate 
people in the way that he is doing. Nevertheless, Guy ultimately maintains his 
construction o f 'the English' as a fixed racialised group for which membership can be 
evaluated in relation to skin colour. While, as will be demonstrated below, many 
participants were keen to demonstrate the ir ethical concern fo r 'tolerance' and 
'openness' in relation to Englishness, Guy unusually prefers to  demonstrate his 
awareness o f the rational and moral case for these qualities and then not apply 
them.
A key pattern demonstrated by Nicholas and Guy in these excerpts is the ir 
assumption o f what Ghassan Hage terms a sense o f 'governmental belonging'. 
Governmental belonging is 'the feeling that one is legitimately entitled...to take a 
governmental/managerial attitude towards others, especially those who are 
perceived to  be lesser nationals or non-nationals, to  have a view about who they can 
be and where they can go' (1998, 46). Both Nicholas and Guy, and as w ill be 
demonstrated below all other white English-identifiers, feel no hesitation or doubt in 
the ir sense o f authorisation in being able to adjudge and position who is and can be 
English, and who is not and cannot be English. Questions about who can be English 
are not necessarily answered w ith absolute confidence or surety, but the sense o f 
authorisation in having a legitimate and valid opinion is held to  w ith absolute 
confidence by white participants. Just as the previous chapter demonstrated that 
only white participants identify as English in a way that is taken-for-granted, it is, fo r 
the same racialised reasons, only white people who feel able to  inhabit a secure,
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unquestioned, sense o f governmental belonging in relation to  the construction of 
English identities and the non-English 'other'.
However, in the context o f this study both Nicholas and Guy are very unusual among 
white participants in their legitimation o f fixed, racialised ideas about 'who can be 
English' and in the clarity w ith which they construct a relationship between 
Englishness and boundaries o f whiteness. As unusual as this perspective was among 
white participants in principle, however, as later sections o f this chapter will 
demonstrate, the frameworks o f racialised Englishness drawn on by Nicholas and 
Guy were largely, to different degrees, in concert w ith the underlying frameworks o f 
other white participants in practise.
As was demonstrated in the previous chapter, from a different though related 
perspective the majority o f participants who do not identify as white also construct 
Englishness as an openly fixed, racialised category defined in relation to whiteness. 
In the previous chapter, Nelly (Black, sixties), Olive (Black, sixties). Dawn (Black, 
fifties), Edward (British Pakistani, thirties), Upala (British Bengali, thirties) and Hadeel 
(British Asian, thirties) suggested that to be English was to be o f 'Anglo-Saxon' or 
'Caucasian' racial descent. Furthermore some of those who partly identify as English 
but do not identify as white, such as Salam (Mixed-race, thirties) and Jacqui (Mixed- 
race, thirties), feel there is a crucial relationship between non-whiteness and an 
incomplete or denied identification as English. It could be argued, therefore, that 
these participants hold to  a perspective that is as similarly explicitly racialised and 
bound to whiteness as Nicholas and Guy's perspective.
In contrast to Nicholas and Guy, however, a key element in each o f these 
participants' constructions o f Englishness is the lack o f recognition these participants 
feel they would receive if they were to  describe themselves as English to  white 
people; as Hadeel suggested in Chapter Five, to identify as Black or Asian and English 
might only provoke a reaction of scornful laughter from white people. Unlike 
Nicholas and Guy, the racialisation o f Englishness did not occur to  these participants 
only when discussing whether anyone can be English but, rather, was the very first
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thing they discussed in relation to  questions o f 'what Englishness' means to  them 
and whether they personally 'feel' English. To a greater extent than Nicholas and 
Guy, these participants therefore feel that the racialised boundaries o f Englishness 
are imposed on them by the exclusionary practises o f the white majority, a situation 
which can be clearly contrasted w ith Nicholas and Guy's assumption of a sense of 
authorisation from which they are undertaking this process o f exclusion. There is 
thus a clear difference between the way participants who are not white legitimise 
the ir constructions o f a bounded, racialised Englishness and the way that Nicholas 
and Guy legitimise theirs. The racialised subjectivities o f Nicholas and Guy help to 
enable them to  identify with, inhabit and embody, an authorised, dominant 
perspective in relation to  a highly exclusionary, racialised understanding of 
Englishness. In relation to this same racialised understanding o f Englishness, the 
subjectivities o f many participants who do not identify as white, on the other hand, 
help to  enable them to inhabit and embody, at least w ithin discourses o f Englishness, 
the perspective o f the excluded, non-English 'other' (though, at the same time, it is 
important to  recall from Chapter Five that most participants who feel excluded from 
Englishness have no desire to be included).
6.3 Frameworks of Englishness two: tacitly racialised, 'colour-blind' constructions 
of Englishness
For the vast majority o f white participants, Englishness is defined, in principle, in 
relation to  the cultural practises and symbols discussed in section two of the 
previous chapter. The question 'can anyone can be English' is invariably answered 
with a clear 'yes' by these same participants, who suggest that anyone might 
potentially voluntarily accept and assume the practises and values that make up 
Englishness. For these participants, Englishness can therefore be adopted and 
inhabited, and the English moral community joined, in relation to the adoption o f 
'English' values and practises such as drinking tea or the enjoyment o f particular 
sports. Indeed the consensus held in principle by all white participants other than 
Nicholas and Guy is that the answer to the question 'does it matter what your race is
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fo r you to be English' is, or certainly should be, a clear 'no'. Most white participants 
are passionately opposed to  the explicitly racialised discourses o f the kind expressed 
by Nicholas and Guy. For these participants, questions about who can be English are 
or should be answered in a way that is critical o f the existence, relevance or salience 
o f racialised difference and is therefore in principle 'colour-blind' (Bonilla-Silva 2003). 
In short, for the vast majority o f white participants anyone, in principle, can be 
English. As will be demonstrated, however, this principled colour-blindness is not 
matched by these participants' constructions o f Englishness in practise, as they 
ultimately draw on tacitly racialised boundaries formed in relation to a normative 
whiteness.
John (white, forties) provides a good example o f this pattern. Like most white 
participants, John is keen to  expand upon his view o f Englishness as colour-blind, 
arguing that it is important that it is positively and actively constructed as 'to lerant' 
and 'open'.
John: There is no such thing...genetically or historically as an English person... 
And so we are, and always have been, traditionally, a mishmash o f various 
races thrown together.
CLO: So do you think anyone can be English?
John: Absolutely, absolutely. It's an...open club [...] None o f us are English, 
and that's what being English is about, in my view, [it] is [about] welcoming 
people and having the...liberation, the liberty and the freedom and all those 
sorts o f things in this country.
John describes the English as 'a mishmash of various races' and 'an open club' 
defined by political principles o f 'liberty and freedom'. He argues enthusiastically 
that nobody can be racially English -  elsewhere in the interview he deconstructs his 
own genetic makeup as definitively un-English -  and that the uncertainty and 
openness to Englishness is even 'what being English is about'. Englishness, fo r John,
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therefore appears to  be constructed in a way that is civic and voluntarist, political 
and cultural, and thus explicitly opposed to  fixed racialised boundaries.
However, earlier in his interview John recounts an anecdote in which he describes 
himself as having fe lt 'wounded' when he was described by a colleague o f his, 
jokingly, as 'a Sikh' due to the length o f his beard. 'For somebody to  consider that I 
wasn't English. W hoahl' Towards the end o f the interview I reminded John o f this 
anecdote before asking him whether he thought someone who was Sikh could be 
English. He responded that 'absolutely, w ithout a shadow of a doubt' a Sikh could be 
English as, he explained, Sikhism is a religion and 'not a nationality'.
In the first exchange relating to  this anecdote John equates being Sikh with not being 
English, perhaps in part in relation to  a perspective from which Englishness is 
considered a normatively Christian identity. While someone who is Sikh can of 
course be white, I would also suggest that John is upset about potentially being 
associated w ith membership o f a British Asian or 'm igrant' category (an explanation 
supported by further racialised views expressed in John's interviews some o f which 
will be analysed later in this chapter and in subsequent chapters). When I remind 
John o f his anecdote and apparent figuring o f a disjuncture between Sikhism and 
Englishness, John restates his colour-blind, voluntarist construction o f Englishness -  
Sikhs can be English 'w ithout a shadow o f a doubt' -  and does not seem aware o f the 
contradiction w ithin the anecdote between his inclusionary principles and 
essentialising, exclusionary practise. In this way John and several other white 
participants argue passionately fo r an Englishness defined by colour-blindness and 
voluntarist principles yet, on closer analysis, construct Englishness in ways by which 
they position themselves as the normative white Englishperson in contrast to a 
racialised, non-English 'other'.
Further examples o f this pattern are demonstrated in discussions among white 
participants o f 'English values'. In the following excerpts, Paul and Sam have been 
asked whether they would consider a white person who is born in England and 
identifies as English to be English if they do not hold to  the values that they have
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described elsewhere in their interviews as necessary criteria fo r being English. For 
both participants, the notion that their conception o f Englishness is associated with 
whiteness would have been firm ly rejected.
Paul (white, seventies): Erm [pause], yes that's an interesting one. But yes 
they are still English. I mean you can't just say they're...Hungarian can you. 
They have to come from somewhere, whereas many supporters o f Al Qaeda 
could probably be called Pakistani or Afghan or whatever.
Sam (white, thirties): I probably would [consider a white person born in 
England who did not hold to  English values to be English]...because of things 
like cultural ties and being steeped in the culture, I would probably think of 
them as English [pause]... But in a...sense almost by default. What else could 
they be? With a, with [people who are not white], I mean God I'm not saying 
that there are [laughs] provided that they want to establish a Caliphate [i.e. 
an Islamic state in England] and they want some Imam promulgating laws and 
they don't speak English, 'oh well clearly they must be from Pakistan', 
obviously I'm not saying that kind o f thing but...I see it just as...like what else 
could you be but English if you've been born and raised here and your entire 
family and all your friends are?
Paul and Sam here provide further examples o f a sense o f 'governmental belonging', 
the sense o f authorisation in feeling able to  construct and position the non-English 
'other' that is only found among white participants. The association o f this privileged 
sense o f authorisation with whiteness is, furthermore, suggested by the ir acceptance 
o f white people within England as English 'almost by default' even if they do not hold 
to 'English values'. In contrast, someone who does not have 'English' ancestry and 
who does not hold to  the same values is at best precariously English if  they are 
English at all; such people might instead be considered to be from somewhere else. 
As Sam suggests, he does not necessarily see an Islamist as being 'from Pakistan', in 
fact he recoils from the kind o f statement made by Paul, who directly suggests that 
an Al Qaeda supporter based in England might be considered to  be from Pakistan or
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Afghanistan rather than England. Nevertheless, as w ith Paul, the example he draws 
o f someone who does not hold to  English values and is potentially not English is that 
o f someone who is o f Asian heritage and not white; these non-white people do not 
hold the same privileges o f se//-authorisation that white people hold in relation to 
Englishness, whereas the Englishness o f someone who is white remains secure 
('what else could [they] be?']. Both excerpts thus suggest, in an echo from the 
findings o f the previous chapter, that if you are not white then you are only 
precariously English, because if Englishness is a default identity category for white 
people in England regardless o f their values, the implication is that whiteness is the 
default, normalised boundary that defines who can be considered unquestionably 
English.
This racialised underpinning o f who can securely be considered English and o f who is 
authorised to  decide who can be English is clearly seen in the following excerpt, in 
which Joanne (white, forties) has also been asked whether she would consider a 
white person born in England to be English if they did not hold to the values that she 
describes as necessary for the adoption o f Englishness.
Joanne; I suppose [they could be considered English], yes, if  they considered 
themselves to  be English [long pause]. Yes, if they considered themselves to 
be English.
CLO: What about someone...let's say the ir parents were from Asia or the 
Caribbean...and they considered themselves to  be English but they didn't 
fo llow  such precepts [English values], what about them?
Joanne: I'd struggle more w ith that, because I'd want to  say 'why do you 
think you're English?'... I would be interested to have a debate w ith 
somebody...who was fewer generations [whose family had been resident in 
England for fewer generations] but said that they fe lt English... I'd be 
interested to know what it was that they fe lt about being, it was about being 
English [i.e. what was that they though made them English], but I...certainly
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don't have that stereotypic view...of the English which is the EDL [the English 
Defence League], which is what they call themselves these days, well, actually 
I don't know if that's terrifically English, I Just think that's terrifically stupid.
The extent to which values and dispositions are important in demarcating someone's 
Englishness is again here unbalanced in favour of white people. Joanne suggests that 
if  white people who do not hold to  English values consider themselves to  be English 
then they can be considered English if  they feel that way. White people are again 
thus positioned as authorising their own Englishness. However, in relation to 
someone who is o f South Asian or Caribbean heritage, Joanne, as someone who is 
white, positions herself as the arbitrator in a 'debate', as personally authorised in 
evaluating whether or not they are English. Joanne and white people generally are 
thus authorised to declare and self-legitimise the ir own sense o f Englishness and to 
arbitrate over whether someone who is not white can be considered English.
As part o f this process by which white Englishness is normalised, by drawing a 
distance between herself and the 'stereotypic' racialised views o f the far-right 
English Defence League, like Sam earlier Joanne aims to emphasise her colour-blind 
credentials. However, in practise, Joanne's views on who can be English are tacitly 
circumscribed by a racialised understanding o f Englishness. For Joanne, as w ith John, 
Sam and Paul, contemporary patterns o f colour-blind, inclusive thinking and anti­
racist principles, which each o f these participants seems to  sincerely believe, obscure 
underlying processes o f racialisation and the normalisation o f a white Englishness 
that they would in principle firm ly reject.
As the analysis o f the below excerpts will demonstrate, this pattern o f tacit 
racialisation is repeated by participants during discussions of the number o f 
'generations' that are required before someone can 'become English'.
Helen (white, twenties): There seems to  be a real lack o f understanding from 
people who are here who weren't born here, or aren't the second or third or
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fourth generation, o f what being English is...because you know for me it's 
kind o f a generation thing.
Joanne (white, forties): I'd say three or four generations down, I think 
[someone is English]. By the time you get to  about...third or fourth 
generation people are [English].
Throughout Helen and Joanne's interviews their language is couched in the language 
o f acculturation and integration. The notion o f 'generation' for these participants is a 
way o f talking about the acculturation o f someone towards authentic Englishness. 
While the American literature on 'immigrant assimilation' does indeed suggest that 
from one generation to  the next 'immigrant groups' become increasingly assimilated 
to the majority culture (Waters & Jimenez 2005), fo r the language of 'generation' to 
make sense in the context o f becoming English requires a certain essentialist logic. 
Becoming English for these participants is not a matter o f agency -  declaring oneself 
English -  or even a matter o f adopting particular cultural dispositions or values. Both 
o f these routes to  Englishness are finally blocked by the barrier o f ancestry; someone 
might act English, feel English, hold to  English values and maybe look English, but 
they cannot be English unless they have a particular background which is measured 
by the yardstick o f somewhere between two or four 'generations' o f residence in 
England. At three or four generations, this timescale fo r the attainment of 
Englishness might be measured at over half a century, thus denying Englishness to 
the vast majority o f post-war and post-colonial migrants and the ir descendants. 
Although conceived o f as a matter o f culture and assimilation by Helen and Joanne, 
in these excerpts authentic Englishness is thus finally delimited and bounded by a 
highly restrictive, fixed notion of ancestral lineage.
It is important to  note that the analysis o f Helen and Joanne above does not at first 
glance necessarily indicate racialised difference but is, rather, related to  an 
essentialist perspective on migration. It is true that the figure o f the migrant, or o f 
the descendant of the migrant, is a recurrent pattern in the views o f the participants 
discussed in this section, and the importance o f the migrant 'o ther' in constructions
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of Englishness will be discussed in subsequent sections of this chapter. For Joanne 
and Helen and the others discussed in this section, however, I would argue that 
ultimately it is the boundary o f whiteness that is tacitly, and I believe largely 
unintentionally, crucial to their constructions of who can be English. It is useful to 
remember, as briefly discussed in Chapter Five, that many o f the white participants 
involved in this study have migrant family histories. Joanne's family, for example, are 
migrants from South Africa who spoke Afrikaans in the house in which she grew up. 
Joanne does not think that her grandmother identified as English and she is not sure 
whether her mother does. During her first interview, Helen mentions in passing that 
she has Irish grandparents, and Paul, discussed earlier in this section, also has a 
migrant background as his parents migrated to England from Central Europe and 
North America prior to  the Second World War. Joanne, Helen and Paul are very clear 
in the ir interviews, however, that the only ethnic or national identity that is relevant 
to them is that o f Englishness (and perhaps Britishness), and there is no suggestion 
from these participants that the ir migrant backgrounds render their English 
identities precarious. These white participants consider themselves, and are 
considered by other white people, to be unquestionably English, a common pattern 
found among the descendents o f post-war white migrants in today's England (Mann 
2012, 119). As will be discussed in later chapters, Joanne strongly identifies as 
English and sees her English identity as a core part o f her self-identity, yet she 
actually/a/7s her own criteria  o f three or four generations of ancestry for being or 
becoming English. The migrant backgrounds o f many white people are simply not 
visible in the ir discussions o f who can be English; in contrast, fo r people not 
identified as white, their migrant backgrounds are discussed in ways which suggest 
that the possibility o f being considered part o f the 'ethnically unmarked' majority is 
deferred to later generations, to a future moment (Hesse and Sayyid 2006).
The findings in this section suggest that while from one angle there is a clear 
distance between the explicitly racialised perspectives of Nicholas and Guy by which 
a fixed, white Englishness is constructed, and the purportedly colour-blind 
perspectives held by Joanne, Paul, John and others, ultimately all o f these 
participants legitimise similar processes o f racialisation in relation to questions o f
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whether anyone can be English. While the kinds o f explicitly racialised arguments 
made by Nicholas and Guy are widely condemned by white participants, most 
nevertheless construct Englishness from a perspective in which to not be white is to 
be only precariously English. The consistent pattern that underpins discussions of 
who can be English for all of these white participants therefore involves the 
normalisation o f the association between whiteness and Englishness. This normative 
whiteness is, however, often obscured w ithin participants' accounts by the very 
principles o f colour-blindness and ideas about voluntarism, tolerance and inclusion 
that the ir constructions contradict. These tacit, unintentionally racialised 
constructions of Englishness allow fo r white English identities to  be reaffirmed in 
ways by which white people do not fee l that the ir English identities are racialised, let 
alone constructed in ways that cast them as racially dominant; and it is the very 
performative unintentionality o f this normative whiteness that obscures this process 
o f racialisation during discussions about who can be English. What Byrne (2006, 142) 
calls the 'enduring relationship' between racialised subjectivities and an Englishness 
formed in relation to a normative whiteness thus routinely goes unmarked from 
white perspectives.
6.4 Framework two and the importance of being English
The findings presented in this thesis so far suggest that Englishness is constructed in 
ways that are exclusionary in relation to a normative whiteness. However, this begs a 
question: to what extent does this matter? The aim o f this section is to  evaluate the 
extent to  which the responses to  the question 'can anyone be English?' discussed in 
this chapter thus far are important w ithin more general discussions of inclusion and 
belonging. This section first explores the argument that the association between 
whiteness and Englishness is perhaps an inevitable and temporary reaction to  recent 
post-colonial migration in the context o f a historical predominance of whiteness in 
England. In other words, is the finding that Englishness is tacitly racialised indicative 
o f an understandable, justified and relatively harmless process o f acculturation 
among white people in relation to post-war demographic changes? Secondly, the
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section explores the argument that a white Englishness may not be as important an 
issue if  white English identifiers do not position themselves as privileged within 
England or the UK. In other words, despite the apparent racialisation o f English 
identities, perhaps being English in England (and in turn in the UK and EU) is not 
related by white people to wider discourses o f who has a normative place in society, 
who legitimately belongs. The racialised boundaries o f Englishness may not, 
therefore, necessarily be associated w ith racist power-relations supporting ideas of 
white superiority.
Starting w ith the first o f these questions, it could be argued that the normalisation o f 
the association between whiteness and Englishness is inevitable due to  the historical 
demographic predominance of white people in England. Coleman and Salt suggest 
that the non-white population o f England prior to the 1950s was less than one half o f 
a per cent o f the total population (1992, 433), a figure that had risen to  four-and-a- 
half per cent by the 1980s (ibid, 453) and stands at fourteen per cent today 
according to the 2011 census (Office for National Statistics 2012). Given this history, 
the findings described in this chapter thus far may indicate an ongoing process o f 
adaptation o f the white population in relation to post-colonial migrants and the ir 
descendants since the 1950s. From this perspective, the association between 
whiteness and Englishness discussed above may be seen as understandable, 
temporary and indicative o f a process o f adaption rather than a necessarily nefarious 
process o f discrimination and exclusion. The below excerpts, from a pattern in the 
data that I coded as 'the surprise Englishperson', help to develop this discussion.
Maureen (white, sixties): You'll be on the plane and you'll hear this voice and 
somebody'll make a joke, you know, that sort o f English joke, and you turn 
around and it's a Black guy or a Black family.
Terri (white, thirties): I do still find...[myself] being taken back if  you find like 
an Asian-looking person speaking w ith a very English accent, and I still get a 
kind of a 'ooh, what's that? How did that happen?'... Maybe in tw enty years 
time that...won't be the case at all, but I think it's just that...hangover I guess
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from you know that nineteen-thirties/forties perception o f what an English 
person is.
William (white, sixties): There was...a person I used to speak to on the phone, 
he had the most cultural English sort o f accent you would ever believe, the 
way he spoke to you, the way he dealt w ith you, his politeness, his courtesy...
I th ink I've been dealing w ith him on the phone for at least four or five 
months before I ever met him, and the astonishment was that...to my mind 
he was one o f the most English people I ever knew and it was when I met him 
[that I found out that] he was Black... That was a good example I think o f 
someone who wasn't born there, wasn't o f the same race, but to  me he was 
English, and no doubt in my mind, and more English than a lot o f the English 
peop-, other English people I worked with.
Maureen and Terri describe how they have been surprised when speaking or 
listening to  Black people and people o f South Asian heritage due to  a perceived 
disjuncture between their appearance as not white and the ir 'English' dispositions. 
Terri seems to  be critical o f this perception which she characterises as a temporary 
'hangover' of racialised perceptions from an era prior to  post-colonial migration; a 
hangover which she feels will be recovered from in the future. William, however, is 
less critical o f this kind o f perception in his discussion o f a Black colleague whose 
ability to pass, at least over the phone, as an English person, is characterised as a 
surprising achievement. While William emphasises the Englishness o f his colleague in 
order to stress ideas o f relational thinking and anti-racist principles, in discussing the 
apparently surprising achievement of a Black person in becoming culturally English, 
he serves to emphasise the disjuncture between Englishness and Blackness. A 
difference -  a not-quite-Englishness -  is constructed which is based on skin colour.
However, despite the evidently racialised patterns found in each o f these excerpts, 
they also suggest a process o f adaptation to  change among white people in England 
in relation to Englishness and English identities. As Am arty a Sen has suggested, to 
complain that categories such as 'English' were 'not historically pre-fashioned ex
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ante to take note of the future arrival o f multi-ethnic immigrants would surely be an 
exercise in fu tility ' (2000 cited in Aughey 2007, 117); and as Terri suggests, it may 
merely be a matter o f time, something o f a waiting game, before this process is 
complete, before the 'hangover' wears off, and a genuinely colour-blind Englishness 
can emerge.
However, as demonstrated in the previous section o f this chapter, the habitual 
association between whiteness and Englishness is often unintentionally reproduced 
and often goes unnoticed by people who would thoroughly reject it in principle. 
Furthermore, as was demonstrated in Chapter Five in relation to  many non-white 
participants, this kind o f racialisation can engender feelings of exclusion and 
insecurity, particularly among those who wish to identify as English but do not feel 
they can to  due to the colour of their skin. It is therefore important not to play down 
the importance o f apparently innocent, habitual constructions o f a normatively 
white Englishness, no matter how unintentional. Regardless o f the extent o f the 
intentionality o f these processes o f racialisation and the sincerity o f inclusive 
perspectives held, the danger is that any suggestions that such processes are merely 
habitual, inevitable or temporary may inhibit reflexive consideration o f the 
relationship between Englishness and 'race', thus potentially leaving tacit processes 
o f racialisation and the privileges of whiteness uncritiqued and unmarked. As 
discussed towards the end o f the previous section, the question remains as to  how 
many 'generations' w ill be required before non-white people are accepted as 
English, and whether, rather than a temporary 'hangover', what is evidenced by such 
views is in fact a process by which belonging is constantly deferred (Hesse and Sayyid 
2006).
Looking now at the second question this section is concerned with, it is important to  
analyse the extent to which the racialisation o f English identities matters in the 
context o f wider society. In other words, the white English may see themselves as 
just one of many equally positioned ethnic, national or racial groups w ithin England, 
the UK, the EU, and beyond. If participants construct boundaries, tacit or otherwise, 
in relation to whiteness but do not consider these boundaries to  be politically salient
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in terms of wider discourses o f belonging and equality, and if one 'race' is not 
positioned as superior to another, then the political significance o f these boundaries 
is perhaps questionable.
This possibility is, however, undermined by virtue o f the finding that fo r most white 
participants Englishness is crucially constructed in relation to -  as being coterminous 
w ith -  the dominant and normative culture o f England. As was seen in Chapter Five, 
there is an association held by many non-white participants between whiteness and 
the culture of England. Similarly, fo r many white participants -  once again, despite 
what they often argue in principle -  white Englishness is constructed in a way by 
which it is/should be associated with the normative culture o f society in England. 
The following excerpt from William (white, sixties) demonstrates this. As was seen in 
Chapter Five, William sees Englishness as relating to  basic values o f community 
cohesion, as relating to 'the way people have a respect fo r each other and have a 
respect for the environment they live in'. William has also suggested earlier in his 
interview that he does not see 'any problems' w ith anyone being English in relation 
to  the ir race. However, in the following excerpt William suggests a particular, 
racialised perspective on who is and who is not English and why.
There is still a...core of [Black people in England] which, either they don't 
want to  demonstrate Englishness, they have the inability to  absorb 
Englishness or become part of society or [the] community, or because o f their 
social deprivation or financial deprivation they can't f it  in.
For William, not being able to 'f it  in' and 'become part o f society or [the] community' 
is associated directly w ith not being English. Being English represents an ideal which 
should help to 'reinforce what society consider[s] normal' (Mosse 1982, 222) and 
William specifies that 'a core' o f Black people are distinct from this norm as they 
have 'the inability to absorb Englishness' and thus become part o f society. Although 
William discusses the potential impact o f social or financial deprivation on this 
purported distance from social norms, he clearly and specifically distinguishes Black 
people from Englishness. Elsewhere in this interview I ask William if white people
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who do not 'f it  in' are still English, to which William replies that while there are 'a 
few bad pennies', they nevertheless 'are still English, yes'. Therefore being English 
fo r William is related to whiteness and to  being a member o f the normative culture; 
that is, the normative, moral community in relation to  which the non-English, and 
specifically in this instance Black people, are evaluated. For William, being or not 
being English therefore matters fo r society, and being considered English is 
something that is easier fo r someone who is white.
The importance o f being English, and the manner in which this importance is 
associated w ith racialised frameworks, is demonstrated further in the following 
excerpt from John (white, forties) in a slightly more subtle and evasive way.
CLO: Do you think it is important for someone living in this country who is not 
English...for them to  try  to become English?
John: [Sighs, followed by long pause]... My immediate response to  that is no. 
But if you have the huge influx of...immigrants...you end up w ith places 
w ithin England that are not English... We have this English saying don't we, 
when in Rome do as the Roman's do...but I th ink on an individual basis you 
cannot mandate to  anybody that 'you will become English', but...once a 
country starts to  lose its cohesion then where does it stop?
John's 'immediate response', albeit after some thought, is that it is not im portant for 
someone 'who is not English' to  'become English'. Here, perspectives stressing ideas 
o f ethnic equality and the multicultural 'right to  be different' in England are 
purportedly held to, and being English in England is seen as in principle unimportant. 
However, John then argues that a 'huge influx o f immigrants' has been problematic 
in terms of social or community 'cohesion', the ideals o f which, like William, he thus 
implicitly associates w ith Englishness. For John, there are 'places w ithin England that 
are not English' and a subsequent lack o f cohesion is related to 'immigrants' not 
doing 'in Rome...as the Romans do'. Elsewhere in his interview John states that 
'when you go for a walk down Southton High Road and down the bend [an area of
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Southton known for its Somali population] there actually is no Englishness down 
there'. John's view of particular places and particular migrant 'groups' as non-English 
thus involves the racialisation o f purported social problems in relation to the ideal of 
a socially stable, implicitly white Englishness. John's starting point is one o f equality 
between ethnic and racial 'groups', but ultimately his normative view of society in 
England is o f an English society associated w ith a normative whiteness and 
contrasted to a problematic, non-English and implicitly non-white population.
Despite this common association between white Englishness and the normative, 
idealised perspective o f society in England, several white participants who construct 
a racialised Englishness make the argument that to be English, or even British, is not 
necessarily relevant to  questions o f belonging, equal rights or access to  state 
resources. For these participants, at least at certain points during their interviews, in 
contrast to  William and John, whether someone is English and whether society is 
seen as English does not seem to  matter at all. This is demonstrated in the below 
excerpts in which Dennis and Paul, both white and in their seventies, are asked 
whether someone who is not English 'should have equal access to  housing and 
healthcare'.
Dennis: If they have citizenship, then they should have the same...rights, yes.
Paul: As long as you're here legally...yes.
Both Dennis and Paul have elsewhere in the ir interview constructed an Englishness 
w ith tacitly racialised boundaries, but in these excerpts Englishness is separated from 
a privileged position in relation to  the state. In Dennis' case this is in relation to 
'citizenship' and thus Britishness or UK-ness, while in Paul's case the net is seemingly 
cast wider still to  include anyone who is a legal resident, thus perhaps becoming 
inclusive o f non-citizen residents o f the UK such as EU nationals. This echoes Mann's 
findings that white Englishness can be 'treated as one of the many other ethnicities 
w ithin a multiethnic national space...Thus the use o f the term English to  refer to
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white majority people is not, in itself, incompatible w ith multicultural political 
projects' (2011,125).
However, when these participants' views are analysed in the context o f wider 
arguments they have made in relation to  Englishness, this separation becomes less 
clear. While Paul suggests in the above excerpt that the English should not be in a 
privileged position in relation to the non-English, elsewhere in his interview he 
argues that he finds it 'somehow wrong' that people o f Indian or Pakistani heritage 
in England do not support the England cricket team (thus failing the notorious 
'Tebbit Test'). He suggests that this indicates that such people are not appropriately 
integrated in society, suggesting that 'by now' they should identify as English. Dennis 
elsewhere suggests that Black people, who he does not consider to  be English, are 
'annoying' and that 'coloured people' are 'getting a bit too predominant' in England. 
Therefore, while these participants might suggest that those who do not identify as 
English are equal to  the English in England, they still ultimately take a perspective 
from which white Englishness is considered the central, normative, unmarked 
culture o f society in England. As with William, to be a 'normal' member o f society 
and thus to tru ly belong in cultural and not simply legal and state-related terms 
requires fo r someone to be English, or at least like the English; and, as has been 
demonstrated in this thesis so far, to be truly, securely English is to be white.
Therefore, for most white participants, whether someone is English or not really 
does matter; and due to the association between Englishness and whiteness, as Hage 
finds in the Australian context, a corollary o f this is that the best that many o f the 
population o f England can hope for is to  'be like' white English people rather than to 
be 'naturally' English (1998, 61). Crucially, the language of race is very rarely 
explicitly voiced, meaning that the centrality o f whiteness is again obscured and 
erased from both the immediate language and from the consciousness, and 
conscience, o f many o f those reaffirming these racialised patterns. This is particularly 
evident in relation to direct questions on issues such as state resources or whether 
Englishness should be privileged, which white participants feel able to answer in 
sincerely inclusive or multiculturally-framed ways, but which are ultimately premised
154
on and underpinned by exclusionary, racialised perspectives on society in England. 
The one participant who constructed racialised boundaries to  Englishness and for 
whom these boundaries did not seem to matter in this way will be discussed in the 
following chapter.
6.5 Frameworks of Englishness Three: nation-state boundaries
Discussions o f whether anyone can be English do not only involve the deployment of 
racialised distinctions. This section looks at a smaller number o f participants who 
discuss this and related questions in relation to  essentialist and exclusionary 
boundaries o f the nation-state. It w ill be demonstrated that while these boundaries 
are interrelated w ith and heavily implicated in discourses o f race, they can also differ 
in important ways. White participants who draw on nation-state frameworks and 
boundaries invariably argue that 'anyone can be English' regardless o f the ir 
background, in a way similar to those who draw on the ostensibly colour-blind but 
tacitly racialised frameworks o f Englishness discussed in the previous section. 
However, fo r many o f those who primarily draw on nation-state frameworks, 
questions o f who can (or should be able to) be English are viewed as a m atter of 
colour- and sometimes even culture-blind citizenship or legal residency, both in 
principle and in practise. Furthermore, as will be demonstrated, similar perspectives 
are found in relation to Britishness and other discussions o f national belonging from 
participants who reject and/or do not identify w ith Englishness.
In the following excerpts from Oliver (white, twenties) and Rowan's (white, sixties) 
interviews, both participants have been asked whether anyone can be English.
Rowan: I th ink a lot o f people...who were born here, maybe the ir parents were 
born here, even the ir grandparents [were born here]...are not really allowed to 
call themselves English, and probably don't want to anyway, because o f all this 
negative stuff that's connected w ith it...so we need to relax the whole idea...of
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Englishness... If somebody's born here they're English and there shouldn't be any 
arguments about that.
Oliver: I think the technical answer is...yes depending [on] if you were born in 
England and if  you've...emigrated to  England then that makes you technically 
English.
For Oliver and Rowan, questions o f whether anyone can be English are associated 
w ith nation-state membership or citizenship. For Rowan, anyone who is born in 
England is English regardless o f the ir background or culture. Oliver echoes this 
sentiment in his interview and, furthermore, suggests that someone who migrates to 
England is 'technically English'. Although Rowan's insistence on birth in England as a 
prerequisite is clearly exclusionary o f those not born in England, distinctions of 
colour and culture do not appear to be central to either o f these participants' 
constructions o f Englishness. Unlike the participants discussed in previous sections of 
this chapter there is no evidence from either of these participants' interviews that 
they put a different weighting on deciding who can be considered English in relation 
to  racialised boundaries and a normative whiteness.
In this way, those who draw on nation-state frameworks consider ostensibly more 
politically neutral, nation-state derived criteria, such as residency or birth, to  be 
fairer and more objective than boundaries based on race. These participants put an 
even higher emphasis than the participants discussed in the previous section on 
notions o f tolerance and inclusiveness, suggesting to  an even greater extent that 
different cultures and values can co-exist w ithin the umbrella o f Englishness. 
However, despite this relative openness, this emphasis on inclusion often seems to 
obscure to  these participants the fact that nation-state boundaries are still 
essentialist and highly exclusionary. As the following excerpt from later in Rowan's 
interview demonstrates, the openness that characterises this kind o f framework has 
very clear limits, something that becomes particularly evident during discussions of 
migration.
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I mean the government says that...English people are going abroad [i.e. 
emigrating], overseas and there's a balance [in terms o f migration inflow and 
outflow ], but I don't think there is a balance... It sounds unwelcoming, it 
sounds exclusive but I th ink it's Just a question o f arithmetic really.
For Rowan, a process o f 'arithmetic' by which an economistic 'balance' o f the 
population is calculated can help to  answer the question o f whether someone should 
be allowed to  migrate to England. Therefore, although Rowan has approached the 
question o f whether anyone can be English in a way by which 'race' does not matter, 
through the normalisation of nation-state boundaries that differentiate national 
members from non-members, he constructs a highly exclusionary perspective on 
who can be in England that is at root no less essentialist than a racialised 
perspective. However, due to the purportedly common-sense character o f these 
nation-state boundaries, the economistically-framed process o f exclusion he 
undertakes is, for Rowan, 'just...arithmetic' and not 'really' a process o f exclusion. 
Rowan's perspective may, he suggests, 'sounc/...unwelcoming', but due to  the 
objectivity o f national difference, and consequently nationalist exclusion, it is not, he 
feels, actuaiiy unwelcoming or exclusionary. This legitimisation o f nation-state 
exclusion, despite its sweeping and comprehensive implications, can thus be 
expressed in a relatively banal (Billig 1995) or mundane way (it is 'just a question o f 
arithmetic').
Some further white participants who rejected racialised boundaries o f Englishness in 
principle and in practise constructed nation-state boundaries in this way, though 
often after discussions o f who can be English and often in ways that were not 
directly related to  Englishness itself. For some of these participants, Englishness itself 
was not seen as necessarily important fo r being a member of society (it did not 
m atter in the way it was shown to matter fo r other participants in the previous 
section). However, particularly during discussions about migration, nation-state 
boundaries were constructed as unproblematically legitimate, sometimes in relation 
to Englishness, sometimes in relation to  Britishness, though often in relation to  a 
more general, often legalistic and economistic, framework o f national membership
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and belonging. In the following excerpts, Oliver is discussing Englishness and Lynn 
and Sam are discussing migration more generally. Earlier in the ir interviews these 
participants have problematised the association between Englishness and whiteness 
both in principle and in practise. The excerpts demonstrate a key pattern, already 
introduced by Rowan, in which participants discuss the potentially damaging effects 
on national society o f migration and the stereotypically constructed, welfare-abusing 
migrant 'other'.
Oliver (white, twenties): If they [migrants] take money from the state then I 
th ink they do need to  participate [in order to become English]. If they don't 
they're just existing... Are they paying tax is another question, [and if  they 
are] then I don't really see the harm [in migrants becoming English]... I'd like 
to  think that we as a society are able to encompass difference... I do think 
participation...is important...even if paying tax is [the way in which migrants 
are] participating. By paying tax you are paying towards other people's 
welfare, you are paying towards...this mutually benevolent kind o f pot...it 
shows you are at least trying... If they want to  do political asylum here, they 
need to participate in our society not just live o ff our society.
Lynn (white, thirties): We want skilled migrants to fill areas where we don't 
have those skills, so you're bringing in other people. If...we don't have the 
scientific ability...we need to...get those people in, fine. When you're looking 
at refugees...you don't want to  turn people like that away... It would take a 
far more strategic brain than mine to sit down and work out how the hell you 
do it [i.e. 'turn people away']... I don 't believe that anybody would honestly 
say, yeah any old bugger can come in and, and not work...whether they're 
skilled or not...not give something to  society and expect to  live on all o f the 
welfare that it gives out.
Kevin (white, thirties): Just 'cause... someone wakes up one day and they 
decide 'well it's not very nice here. I'll go and [migrate to  England]', and 
they've got no skills they've got nothing to offer apart from being a navvy or a
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labourer [then that does not mean they should be allowed to  migrate] [...] I 
mean you can do that in your own country...but...I've also been an immigrant 
[in Australia], I've also been somewhere else but... I brought something to 
there and I got a job and I worked, I paid my taxes.
During discussions about migration and migrants, Oliver, Lynn and Kevin position 
themselves as members o f a national in-group, a national 'we'. Through this 
normalisation of national membership and non-membership each participant 
implicitly positions themselves as belonging in the UK, in contrast to non-members 
(in this case migrants or potential migrants) who are positioned in a way by which 
they can potentially be legitimately excluded. It is this normalised, essentialist 
distinction between a national 'us' and a non-national 'them ' that helps to enable 
those who can identify w ith the national 'we', the members o f the nation-state who 
belong, to  feel entitled to  decide on who can be included and excluded from the 
nation {'our society'). We can see, therefore, that Hage's (1998) concept o f 
'governmental belonging', the feeling o f authorisation in managing the population o f 
nation, can be related not only to a normative whiteness but also, in these excerpts, 
to a normative notion o f national difference and nation-state membership.
For each participant, this construction o f national difference is invoked in relation to  
a discussion of the migrant 'other'. Migration into the UK is seen as potentially 
problematic fo r the economy, as it was in Rowan's discussion o f reaching a 'balance' 
in an earlier excerpt, and the figure o f the migrant is deployed by Oliver, Lynn and 
Kevin in relation to stereotypical ideas about welfare-abuse. Oliver and Lynn both 
consider migrants to  have a presumed desire to 'take money from the state' and 'live 
o ff our society', while Kevin suggests that the example of his own migration to 
Australia is distinct from the migration o f migrants to  England as, im plicitly in 
contrast to  them, he worked and paid tax. Migrants are thus pathologised as 
potentially problematic additions to a national society, and in a way tha t is 
particularly classed. Oliver argues that anyone can become English through 
'participation', a term that throughout his two interviews he struggles to  define. 
Ultimately, in an attempt at non-particularistic fairness in defining who can be
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English, he defines participation in relation to the payment of tax. Lynn and Kevin are 
not directly discussing Englishness perse, but similarly to Oliver they argue that entry 
into England should be restricted in relation to  criteria which they are not certain of 
but which must be based on the migrant's possession of certain 'skills' and their 
ability to  'o ffer' or give 'something to  society'. For each o f these participants, 
therefore, the crucial way in which the legitimacy o f migration is to  be adjudged 
relates to  a migrant's value to  the nationally-framed economy. In classed terms, the 
legitimacy o f a migrant's right to  enter or reside in the country is thus finally to  be 
evaluated in relation whether they are a neo-liberal 'subject o f value', 'a marketable 
product' (Skeggs 2004, 73) whose presence should benefit the economy (as 
understood w ithin the economic boundaries o f the nation-state).
Ideas about a national economic 'balance', neo-liberal notions o f the economic value 
o f the individual, and stereotypical perspectives on the migrant 'other', thus all 
combine to legitimise views on who can be included and excluded from the nation. 
The fulcrum of this discussion, however, is the construction of common-sense 
difference in relation to  the nation-state, as it is only when viewed through a nation­
state framework that the figure o f 'the migrant' can be constructed as 'other' and 
legitimately understood as having rights o f belonging or entry that are different to 
those o f a nation-state member. The construction o f normalised, essentialist 
national difference demarcating a national 'we' and a non-national 'o ther' is central 
to  the legitimising o f exclusionary discourses which are then fu rthe r  legitimised in 
relation to  ideas about a problematic, classed migrant 'other'.
It is crucial to  note in any discussion o f anti-migrant rhetoric in the UK that although 
today's immigration policies are 'carefully layered w ith anti-discrimination laws 
explicitly intended to  correct for possible racist biases' (Fox et al 2012, 4) the 
association between these policies and whiteness remains 'implicitly embedded and 
reproduced in exclusionary institutional practises, routines and cultures' (ibid, 5). As 
Solomos has demonstrated, successive Immigration Acts since the 1950s have 
included tacit biases against non-white migration, in particular in relation to  the non­
white populations o f former colonies o f the British Empire (Solomos 2003, Chapter
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Three). Today, the contemporary legitimacy o f migration from most EU countries can 
be contrasted to  the tighter restrictions on migration from much of the rest o f the 
world, restrictions which thus implicitly favour white migrants (Fox et al 2012, 5); 
and as earlier sections o f this chapter have shown, white migration is often relatively 
invisible among white participants in this study, in stark contrast to 
contemporaneous post-colonial, non-white migration. It could therefore be argued 
that in drawing on anti-migrant rhetoric and nation-state boundaries, the 
participants discussed in this section are not so much being colour- or culture-blind 
but are, rather, providing further examples o f difference constructed in relation to 
implicitly racialised boundaries.
However, I would argue that the anti-migrant perspectives discussed here cannot be 
understood as straightforwardly racialised. There is no direct evidence from the 
above excerpts or elsewhere in their interviews that Oliver, Rowan and others are 
particularly thinking about racialised potential-migrants; they are, rather, thinking 
about migrants, or more specifically non-nationals in a general sense. While this 
process o f nation-state othering is exclusionary in a very similar way, and there are 
often overlaps in how participants exclude the racialised and migrant 'other', there is 
nevertheless a difference between this kind of perspective drawing on nation-state 
boundaries and the emphasis on racialised boundaries discussed in previous sections 
o f this chapter.
This distinction between racialised and nation-state boundaries and frameworks o f 
exclusion is exemplified in the following excerpts from Hadeel (British Asian, thirties) 
and Upala (Bengali British, thirties). Following the ir experiences o f racism while 
growing up in London, both participants are highly critical o f racism which they 
associate predominantly w ith white people and white Englishness. Both participants 
thus firm ly reject Englishness but do identify as British, which they see as a more 
open and voluntarist national category.
Hadeel: Well according to my sort o f legal definition yes [anyone can be
British]...so long as you...satisfy the Home Office's criteria.
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Upala: I'm not sure [if there should be controls on immigration into England],
I don't know. On the one hand, no [there should not be] because obviously I 
wouldn't be here if that was the case, but on the other hand...yes maybe in 
terms of Just...is London just becoming very crowded and overpopulated, and 
are some of the...[public] services becoming...abused by...people coming in 
from the EU?
Hadeel makes a legalistic argument in relation to who can be British, but in relying 
on 'Home Office criteria' she cuts o ff the vast majority o f the world's population who 
are unable to  obtain residency or even visit the UK. Upala demonstrates her 
sympathy w ith migrants in relation to the fact that w ithout her parents' immigration 
to Britain she would not 'be here'. However, as London is 'becoming very crowded 
and overpopulated' she wonders whether public services are suffering, particularly 
as EU migrants might be abusing them. Upala phrases her critical comments on EU 
migration in the form of a question suggesting that she is unsure about the veracity 
o f what she is saying, but she nevertheless argues for the legitimacy o f nationally- 
framed differences in relation to  the provision o f state resources. As w ith Oliver, 
Rowan and other white participants discussed in this section, neither Upala or 
Hadeel necessarily marks or excludes someone from being a legitimate member of 
society in Britain in relation to  them being racially 'o ther' in terms of 'd ifferent types 
o f human bodies' (Winant 2000,172). They do, however, draw on nation-state based 
arguments, respectively legalistic and economistic in character, that legitimise and 
normalise the different status o f individuals in relation to a national 'we'.
For all o f the participants discussed in this section, a lim it point for inclusion is met 
not in relation to  racialised difference but in relation to  difference normalised 
through the language of nation-state citizenship and legality, the key 'other' o f which 
is the figure o f the 'migrant'. The place o f Englishness w ithin this is varied and 
complex. While Oliver constructs the nation-state specifically in relation to 
Englishness, for the other participants discussed in this section nation-state 
boundaries are constructed in ways that might only sometimes refer to  Englishness
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or might not be directly linked to Englishness at all. All o f these participants take 
perspectives on national inclusion which differentiate their views from the racialised 
frameworks discussed in earlier sections o f this chapter and which allow, in some 
respects, fo r the construction o f a more open and inclusive conception o f national 
membership. However, as Gianfranco Poggi argues, while membership o f a nation­
state is 'in principle an equal, nonparticularistic capacity' (Poggi 1978, 97), this 
supposed nonparticularism obscures 'the irreducible particularism' o f a world that is 
'to ta lly made up o f sovereign states, each sharply discriminating between its own 
citizens and all other human beings' (ibid, 100).'
One of the key arguments o f this thesis is that while patterns o f racialisation may be 
disrupted and effectively critiqued by a m inority o f participants, fo r most such 
participants essentialist difference is still constructed through nation-state 
frameworks, whether in relation to  Englishness, Britishness or a vaguer notion o f a 
national 'we'. The nation-state framework, while ostensibly de-racialised and 
progressive, reflects no less arbitrary patterns o f exclusion in the construction o f the 
self and 'other', and the consequences o f nation-state boundaries -  the question, as 
w ith the association between whiteness and Englishness, of whether this kind o f 
construction o f difference 'matters' -  are unambiguously significant fo r the free 
movement and rights o f those who are categorised in legal terms as an outsider 
and/or excluded from even entering the nation-state. Furthermore, as the following 
chapter will demonstrate, in contrast to  racialised distinctions which are, to  different 
extents, at least problematised in most interviews, this kind o f nation-state derived 
difference goes relatively unchallenged by participants.
6.6 Conclusion
As w ith Chapter Five's analysis of taken-for-granted white English identities, in 
discussions o f who can be English what Eduardo Bonilla-Silva (2012) calls the 
'invisible weight of whiteness' is obscured for many white participants behind 
purportedly colour-blind perspectives on Englishness. For most white participants,
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the key variable in being able to  both experience and evaluate Englishness as 
authentic is a normative whiteness, despite the fact that most white participants 
would instantly recoil from the idea that the ir views reflected this kind or racialised 
perspective. Ruth Frankenberg finds that among her, what she terms, 'race- 
cognizant' participants, while the ir views appeared to  be progressive in terms of 
the ir critique o f racism and whiteness,
at the same time, their words drew on much earlier historical moments and 
participated in long-established modes of cultural description. In the 
broadest sense. Western colonial discourses on the white self, the non-white 
Other, and the white Other too, were very much in evidence. (1993,195-6)
In this study it is similarly long-established, colonial and post-colonial discourses of 
whiteness and non-white otherness that characterise most white participants' 
constructions o f Englishness. As Sinisa Malesevic suggests, despite changes in surface 
manifestations, the underlying 'operative ideologies' and 'dominant narratives' o f 
nationalism 'tend to remain stable and endure' (2006, 94), something clearly 
suggested in this chapter in relation to  the continued association between 
Englishness and whiteness.
However, as Paul Gilroy suggests, today the 'theme of primal racial difference is not 
being articulated into the official political language of nationality, culture and 
belonging in the simply exclusionary way that it was not so very long ago' 
(1987/2002, xii). Many white participants are opposed to associations between 
whiteness and Englishness, Englishness and the state, Englishness as normative 
culture, and so on, in principle, but then still go on to  construct, to different extents, 
whiteness as the norm of Englishness, and white Englishness as the cultural norm of 
England. As Billig and colleagues similarly find, participants thus express a 
'simultaneous affirmation and contradiction o f "prejudice"' (1988, 101). This pattern 
in the interviews is not one which can be characterised in relation to  the participants 
voicing synthetic statements that are 'foreign to ' them for reasons o f social 
desirability or based on the ir 'paying lip-service to  norms o f politeness'; they are,
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rather, indicative o f sincerely held 'dilemmatic thought' in which essentialist 
difference is sincerely critiqued but then constructed anyway (ibid, 109).
This pattern renders problematic the argument made by Condor (2000) and Mann 
(2011) that a white Englishness might potentially sit w ithin an anti-racist or 
multicultural framework w ithin the UK. Racialised frameworks that are tacit, 
unintentional and apparently sincerely critical o f racism in principle, serve to  allow 
participants to  obscure and evade the fundamentally racialised character o f these 
frameworks. This unintentionality obscures and thus legitimises the tacit racialisation 
o f Englishness in the eyes o f white people and obscures and unmarks the 
exclusionary effects o f the identities they construct. Given that white English 
identities serve to  obscure processes o f racialisation in this way, any arguments 
suggesting that white English people see their identity as one among ethnic equals 
needs to  be mindful o f what is achieved through the tacit, exclusionary processes 
that may underpin these claims.
Where whiteness is apparently transcended in relation to discussions o f who can be 
English, nation-state boundaries remain untroubled. As Ifekwunigwe similarly finds, 
even where notions o f racial difference and 'mixing' are celebrated, 'the image of 
immigrant as interloper' remains (1999, 40). As Andreas W immer argues, 'perfectly 
legal and internationally sanctioned exclusion on the basis o f national citizenship 
laws...represents perhaps the politically most stable form of ethno-national 
dominance' today (2004, 42). For participants for whom a normative racialised 
position is vacated or unavailable -  and this stands in relation to  all participants 
regardless o f their racialised perspective or whether they identify as English or not -  
a nationalist identity can be constructed in relation to  nation-state boundaries. 
Through this identity a position o f privilege is constructed in distinction to  the, often 
pathologised, neo-liberally positioned, figure of the migrant 'other'. Thus where 
discourses o f race have been effectively troubled, any progressive potential is 
undermined by the continued legitimacy o f equally essentialist and arbitrary 
discourses o f national difference.
165
The following chapter explores these findings in greater depth by looking at the 
'moments o f questioning' (Frankenberg 1993 cited in Tyler 2004) by which a small 
number o f participants challenge the essentialist boundaries discussed in this 
chapter. The chapter will also explore the moments when the boundaries of 
racialisation discussed in this chapter become problematised by those who construct 
them, and at the comparative absence of such moments o f questioning in relation to 
nation-state frameworks.
' Poggi's argument is only partly tempered by the transnational form of citizenship provided by 
European Union membership which has highly restrictive and discriminatory rights of entry and 
settlement for individuals from most non-EU states.
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Seven: Reflexivity and the challenging of essentialist boundaries
7.1 Introduction
This chapter continues the previous chapter's analysis o f discussions surrounding the 
question o f whether anyone can be English. Chapter Six demonstrated that most 
participants construct Englishness in relation to what are in principle voluntarist, 
open and inclusive frameworks which are, on analysis, found to  be in practise 
exclusionary in relation to  racialised or nation-state boundaries. A danger arising 
from this analysis is that it positions participants as 'cultural dopes' (Tyler 2003, 290) 
unknowingly and unreflexively reproducing these dominant narratives of 
Englishness. However, while these findings do illustrate the dominant patterns found 
in the data, this does not present the full picture. As will be demonstrated, far from 
unproblematically reproducing fixed notions o f Englishness many participants 
challenge the veracity o f these boundaries while constructing them. Furthermore, a 
small m inority o f participants demonstrate critical reflexivity to the extent that they 
construct ideas about who can be English that are genuinely voluntarist in principle 
and in practise, and genuinely, effectively disrupting in relation to  racialised and 
nation-state boundaries.
The chapter's first section will look at findings from interviews w ith the three 
participants whose constructions o f Englishness are demonstrated to  be significantly 
critical o f the dominant patterns of Englishness discussed in the previous chapter. 
The remaining sections will demonstrate how many of the other participants in the 
study challenge and destabilise the essentialist boundaries that often unintentionally 
and habitually underpin the ir discussions o f who can be English. It w ill be 
demonstrated that for these participants such moments of reflection and challenging 
lead only to  a temporary destabilisation o f the ir views on who can be English. 
Ultimately, the power and resilience o f the dominant narratives o f Englishness sees 
most participants regulate their views back towards the exclusionary discourses and 
boundaries discussed in Chapter Six. Crucially, while racialised boundaries are at
167
least seen as experientially, empirically and ethically problematic for many o f those 
who construct Englishness in relation to  them, nation-state boundaries are not 
troubled to anything like the same extent, a pattern significantly aided by the 
relative acceptability o f anti-migrant prejudice. Therefore while, as Condor has 
found, there is a 'widespread awareness' that racialised boundaries need to be 
'accounted fo r' due to the ir politically, ethically problematic character (2000, 194), 
the same cannot be said o f nation-state boundaries.
7.2 Reflexivity and the boundaries of Englishness
This section looks at how the dominant boundaries circumscribing who can be 
English are effectively destabilised by three participants through critical, reflexive 
thinking. Reflexivity is a term used in sociology to  refer to the capacity individuals 
have to  critically "'turn back upon" and monitor their own actions' (Bourdieu and 
Wacquant 1992, 37). This section analyses how participants 'turn back upon', 
analyse and destabilise the dominant constructions o f Englishness analysed in 
Chapter Six, thus exploring the 'moments o f questioning...when the door opens on 
other realms of possibility, other ways o f being' (Frankenberg 1993 cited in Tyler 
2003, 291). 'Other realms of possibility' and 'other ways o f being' in the context o f 
this study refer to ways o f thinking about Englishness and the nation that are 
effectively critical o f the essentialist and exclusionary underpinnings o f racialised and 
nation-state frameworks.
April (white, sixties) is one o f the many white participants who, as discussed in the 
previous chapter, argues that 'anyone can be English', that the category is voluntarist 
and open to anyone, but who then habitually and unintentionally constructs a 
racialised, white Englishness. At the same time, however, April provides a 
perspective on Englishness that is distinct from that analysed in the previous 
chapter, as she disrupts some core essentialist patterns. Crucially, as the follow ing 
excerpt demonstrates, April does not construct the racialised boundaries o f 
Englishness as politically significant.
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If you're English, you belong to  a group o f people which has been politically 
and economically secure fo r a long time, several...centuries, and therefore 
you've got a strong sense o f order, the law... tradition.... I think I feel very 
privileged by luck o f birth to  be born in England...just as I'm sure any other 
group would feel if they'd been born into a society where you don't have to 
fight to survive, you don't have to move to  survive [...] [Being born English] 
was a luck o f birth, and it's actually nothing to  do w ith me, I haven't 
contributed to it.
While April constructs the English as a taken-for-granted 'group' characterised by 'a 
strong sense o f order, the law' and 'tradition ', for April, being English is ultimately 
contingent, it is an unaccountable matter o f 'luck'. Although, fo r April, Englishness is 
based on particular boundaries, her identification w ith these boundaries is, she 
argues, the product o f arbitrary birth rather than indicative o f some kind o f 'in terior 
essence' (Butler 1990/1999, xv). This arbitrariness o f birthplace means that April 
feels that she is 'privileged by luck' to  have been born into an affluent society, in 
contrast to people who 'have to  fight to survive' and 'move to survive'. Therefore, in 
contrast to Cecil Rhodes who famously argued that 'to  be born English is to  win first 
prize in the lottery o f life', April is critical o f the idea that birth into a category and 
into a historically-produced situation should involve an un reflexive acceptance or 
celebration o f the privileges that may follow.
As the below excerpt demonstrates, April's critical, reflexive perspective on what it 
means (and does not mean) to be English allows her to position those who identify 
as English as unexceptional within England.
Several people [April knows] say 'oh', you know, 'all these foreigners on the 
buses', and all the rest o f it, but if you sit upstairs [on the bus]... you can hear 
languages from all over the place... You can bet your bottom dollar if you 
could translate what they were saying they'd all be talking about the same 
things [...] I just cannot understand why people get so uptight about
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immigration, nationality and all the rest o f it, when our lifestyle[s]...are pretty 
good... It's all based on the economy, and, you know, when I go back up 
north and, I mean, I was in [North Eastern town] last summer and 
the...poverty and the lack o f work up there is absolutely frightening... The 
reason why...all the firms failed [in this town] is pure economics.
Using the example of people 'talking about the same things' on the bus, April 
suggests that non-English people in London and England, despite cultural and 
linguistic differences, are living ultimately indistinguishable lives to  English people. 
The population o f England is, fo r April, a multinational, multiethnic population and 
community rather than an English population and community. From this perspective, 
emphasising both the contingency o f being English and the common humanity 
shared by different ethnicities w ithin England, Englishness can no longer be 
positioned as the normative culture o f England. Therefore, while April may see the 
English as essentially different to  other, ethnic or national categories, it does not 
matter, as each category is positioned equally. In this way, Englishness is de­
politicised, and those who identify as English can have, fo r April, no sense o f 
entitlement or privilege. While April therefore has a sense o f governmental 
belonging (Hage 1998) -  a legitimate sense o f control in positioning who is 'o ther' -  
in relation to  Englishness, this sense o f control and authority does not extend to  a 
sense o f control or authorisation beyond this category and in relation to  a wider 
sense o f belonging w ithin the country. In contrast to many white participants 
discussed in Chapter Six who ultimately position an English culture associated w ith 
whiteness as the normative culture o f England, April thus seems to  echo Robin 
Mann's findings that white Englishness can be 'treated as one o f the many other 
ethnicities w ithin a multiethnic national space' (2011,125).
However, despite this evidence o f reflexivity and the destabilising o f the significance 
o f racialised boundaries, I would nevertheless argue that the unintentional 
racialisation that underpins April's Englishness is politically problematic. April still 
demonstrates a taken-for-granted, ultimately uncritiqued sense that Englishness is a 
white, racialised identity. This construction's reliance on fixed boundaries, no matter
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how problematised the ir political salience may be fo r April, still tacitly excludes those 
who are not white from Englishness, and although April's perspective is politically 
progressive in many ways, it is still founded on the kind o f normalised racialised 
difference which is experienced in complex but generally negative and exclusionary 
ways by participants who do not identify as white and whose views were discussed 
in Chapter Five.
While April to  some extent disrupts the political salience o f white Englishness, two 
further participants demonstrate reflexive accounts that more comprehensively 
problematise both the political salience o f Englishness and the essentialist 
boundaries associated w ith it. It was demonstrated in Chapter Five that Rashid 
(Anglo-Indian, thirties) and Ayan (Black, twenties) confidently, reflexively engage 
with and critique the racialised boundaries o f Englishness that render their English 
identities precarious. Rashid and Ayan identify as English, but due to  the colour of 
the ir skin they do not feel able to inhabit Englishness as a taken-for-granted identity. 
From this racialised perspective, they both construct precarious English identities in 
relation to local English culture, partly fo r subversive, political reasons aimed at 
unsettling associations between Englishness and whiteness. As the remainder o f this 
section will demonstrate, this sense o f a precarious Englishness combined w ith the 
contestation of its association with a normative whiteness has a significant impact on 
the answers given to questions o f whether anyone can be English, contributing to  a 
significant, reflexive destabilisation o f the dominant narratives and boundaries of 
Englishness.
In the below excerpt, Rashid discusses the values that he feels need to be adhered to 
for someone to 'be English'.
At a base level, freedom. I'd say that would be it... And...from a rational 
perspective I can see that's tota lly irrational, because Englishness is just an 
artificial creation...and when it comes down to it, it's creating a sort of 
artificial construct, a stereotype, and stereotypes are great fo r taking short 
cuts... A stereotype...usually means you're ascribing views and opinions and
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traits which...shouldn't be ascribed to  that individual or group...so when I say, 
yes, there is this one tra it o f freedom, that's just my perspective, and it's a 
fudge.
Rashid constructs Englishness as defined in relation to the political principle o f 'a 
base level, freedom'. He then immediately critiques this, or indeed any, fixed 
definition o f Englishness, describing the category as 'an artificial construct'. 
Therefore while Rashid does ascribe political characteristics and values to the 
identity, at the same time, by stressing its ultimately arbitrary and constructed 
boundaries, he argues directly against the notion that there is or can be some kind of 
finally satisfactory answer to  questions o f what Englishness 'means' and who can be 
English. As was demonstrated in Chapter Five and Six, although very few participants 
argue that they know what Englishness means or have clear or consistent ideas 
about who can be English, most nevertheless argue that there are or should be 
satisfactory answers to these questions. In clear contrast to this, Rashid emphasises 
the Impossibility o f answering these questions. Being English fo r Rashid can and does 
have meaning, but it must be critically engaged w ith as a socially constructed 
identity category rather than constructed as if natural and in relation to an arbitrarily 
positioned 'other' over which one has a sense o f authority or 'governmental 
belonging'.
From this premise, Rashid reflects on the process o f category construction being 
undertaken and argues that an unavoidable part o f this involves constructing 'a 
stereotype, and stereotypes are great fo r taking short cuts'. Rashid fears that his 
construction o f Englishness will ascribe stereotypical characteristics onto an 
'individual or group'. He thus reflexively acknowledges the potential relationship 
between the construction o f an 'artific ia l' identity category and processes o f 
othering. However, despite the recognised, inherent potential that categorisation o f 
this kind can lead to such processes, Rashid does not finally reject the category 
English in favour o f some kind of post-national or post-ethnic cosmopolitanism. 
Instead he identifies as English and expresses a desire to continue identifying as 
English. But rather than constructing the identity in relation to  fixed boundaries,
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Rashid undertakes a process which he characterises as 'a fudge'. By fudging the issue 
and recognising the constructedness and 'irrationality ' o f a racialised category, 
Rashid, much like April, problematises the idea that English identities are indicative 
o f an 'in terior essence' (Butler 1999/1990, xv). Through this 'fudge', Rashid inhabits 
English identity as something that is important to him personally and formed in 
relation to  an essential attribute (the 'base level' o f freedom), but at the same time 
he withdraws from the identity -  which is, finally, 'an artificial construct' -  and thus 
from the idea that its boundaries can be fixed. Unlike April, therefore, the 
boundaries o f English identity itself, and not only the political significance o f this 
identity, are problematised as 'artificial'. While Rashid describes this perspective on 
Englishness as 'irrational', it might be argued that his reflexive emphasis on critique 
and the flu id ity o f identities is only irrational by the flawed standards o f a rationality 
that normalises essentialist boundaries.
As the below excerpt demonstrates, Rashid goes on to argue, in direct contrast to 
many participants discussed in Chapter Six, that English values (as Rashid conceives 
o f them) are crucial for the construction o f English identities regardless o/someone's 
ancestry or skin colour.
Rashid: I would go so far as to  say there are people who...because o f the ir racism, 
because of their hatred, because of the ir homophobia, they are betraying an 
element o f Englishness which I hold very dear. So would I call them English? 
Probably not.
CLO: So if  you're a Combat 18 guy [a member o f a neo-nazi organisation]...[and] 
you're white...you wouldn't consider them to  be English?
Rashid: No [...] In the same respect that they don 't consider me to be English.
Analysis in Chapter Six demonstrates that, fo r most white participants, if  someone 
does not hold to  'English values' but is white then that person remains English, as 
Sam suggests, 'almost by default'. Someone who is o f a purportedly non-English
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background and does not hold to  'English values', however, is less likely to  be 
considered English and instead might be considered to  be from another country 
('Pakistan' is an example used in Chapter Six by both Paul and Sam). In contrast to 
this, Rashid argues that if someone does not hold to  his idea o f English values then 
they are not English regardless o f the ir ancestry or the colour o f the ir skin. Rashid's 
cultural and political definition o f who can be English is therefore held to in principle 
and in practise. Rather than claiming in principle that Englishness is all about 
'welcoming people' or 'freedom' and then in practise constructing an Englishness 
based on boundaries o f whiteness or ancestry -  as, fo r example, John was shown to 
do in the previous chapter -  Rashid critiques the underlying racialised rationalities 
that normalise and legitimate this disparity. Rashid thus demonstrates no recourse 
to  racialised frameworks other than by drawing on race in a way that is oppositional 
to  the dominant racialised frameworks o f Englishness discussed in the previous 
chapter. Rashid's personal construction o f Englishness in this excerpt could even be 
seen to  destabilise the dominant boundaries o f Englishness to the extent that it 
becomes de-racialised and defined by purely political principles.
As was demonstrated in Chapter Five, Ayan (Black, twenties), drawing on her 
background as a sociology graduate, makes an argument similar to  Rashid's, arguing 
that Englishness is 'a construct' and that therefore constructions o f Englishness in 
relation to  racialised boundaries must be critiqued. In the below excerpt, Ayan, again 
like Rashid, makes an argument critiquing fixed, essentialist boundaries in relation to 
questions o f whether anyone can be English.
I th ink [pause], I think identity, nationality, our nation and identity are 
constructs...so therefore if anyone wants to...identify themselves as English, 
then they should, then they can, because it all depends on how they perceive 
that [Englishness] to be [...] Imagine if we had... an illegal immigrant...and 
then solely because they don 't have the papers to stay in the country...but 
yet they did everything else as an English person would do...who are we to 
say that we can't give them that [inaudible] [i.e. say that they are English]? 
[...] They still would have the right to be here [in Ayan's opinion]...as a citizen
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of the world... We all are citizens of the world, we should have [the right to 
'be here'], not even on a technicality, not even on laws...but simply because 
we are citizens o f the world.
Ayan argues that questions o f who can be English should not be restricted by fixed 
boundaries because the category English is a construct and to  be English is a matter 
o f perception. What is crucial for Ayan is that 'i f  anyone wants to...identify as 
English' then they should be able to i f  they want to. This perspective on an 
Englishness defined by voluntarism parallels the majority o f white participants and 
the ir view that 'anyone can be English', as seen fo r example in John's description in 
Chapter Six o f Englishness as 'an open club'. However, like Rashid but unlike John, 
Ayan's construction o f an open Englishness is in practise consistent w ith the political 
principles she expresses.
This is demonstrated by Ayan's specific critique o f nation-state boundaries. Ayan 
suggests that the process by which an individual is excluded from Englishness in 
relation to  discourses o f legality or citizenship is undermined by their cultural 
affiliation to a place and to  a category. The arbitrariness o f nation-state boundaries is 
reflexively critiqued by Ayan using a hypothetical example o f 'an illegal immigrant'. If 
an individual does 'everything...as an English person would do' but is considered to 
be an 'illegal immigrant' then nation-state boundaries are seen to be decisive in legal 
terms when it comes to  deciding whether that individual belongs in England. Ayan 
thus describes how issues o f cultural affinity, the extent to  which the individual feels 
that they belong in England, and the agency o f the individual in deciding where they 
wish to  live, are cancelled out by the normalisation o f legalistically-framed national 
difference. As such, in relation to the nation-state, the 'illegal immigrant' she is 
discussing, regardless o f the extent o f their attachment to England or their 
identification w ith Englishness, would be excluded from society 'solely because they 
don't have the papers to  stay in the country'. Ayan here demonstrates the 
absurdities of essentialist, legal, state criteria in deciding who is English and who 
belongs in England. For Ayan, anyone has the right to  live in England and identify as 
English, if they wish, due to a common, shared humanity by which all are 'citizens of
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the world'. Ayan's notion o f who can be English is thereby genuinely voluntarist in 
character and not evaluated in relation to  the dominant boundaries discussed in the 
previous chapter.
As Chapter Five demonstrates, Rashid and Ayan's English identities are in part 
constructions that stem from calculated political choices by which they subversively 
contest associations between Englishness and a normative whiteness. This 
perspective o f contestation is reflected in both participants' reflexive emphasis on 
voluntarism and agency in the ir discussions o f who can be English. As the previous 
chapter demonstrated, for white participants who construct English identities in a 
way that is habitual and taken-for-granted, the boundaries o f Englishness, whether 
in relation to whiteness or the nation-state, are often unknowingly and 
unintentionally essentialised. For Ayan and Rashid, however, the very precariousness 
o f their English identities seems to  contribute to the ir reflexive engagement w ith this 
kind o f essentialism, helping to enable them to  conceive o f Englishness as inherently 
vulnerable in meaning rather than inherently fixed to  particular boundaries, and 
therefore encouraging them to conceive o f English identities as genuinely potentially 
open to all.
However, it is also important to  note that Englishness for these participants is not 
quite a universal, catch-all identity that has simply been given the name 'English'. 
Both participants (as w ith all participants who identify as English in this study) 
construct Englishness partly in relation to an attachment to  the te rrito ry  o f England 
and to cultural behaviours, rituals and dispositions known as 'English' (see Ayan's 
discussion in Chapter Five o f how she likes 'curry...going to  the pub and having a 
Sunday roast'). The English identities o f Rashid and Ayan are thus significantly 
localised and particular rather than representative o f an overarching universal 
identity. However, rather than representing the deployment o f nationalist symbolic 
resources in the service o f essentialised power-relations, the drawing on o f local 
cultural symbols by Rashid and Ayan seems to involve the construction o f what 
Sandra Harding describes as 'mere differences'; that is, 'the cultural differences' that 
do not necessarily relate to 'differential power positionings' but that 'would shape
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different knowledge projects even where there were no oppressive social relations 
between different cultures' (1997 cited in Yuval-Davis 2006, 199). Rashid and Ayan's 
constructions o f Englishness in relation to local culture suggest that, for them, it is 
perhaps not possible fo r anyone to  be English regardless of the ir cultural background 
or place o f residence. However, as they suggest that English identities cannot be 
legitimately formed through power-relations that normalise racialised and 
nationalist exclusion, it would be possible from this perspective for anybody to 
become English. This is a key finding in relation to one o f the main questions o f this 
thesis, that o f the potential fo r de-essentialist, progressive English identities, and will 
be discussed in further detail in the conclusion to  the thesis.
7.3 Reflexivity and the limits of antl-essentialist critiques
As the previous chapter demonstrates, although most white participants are aware 
o f and sincerely construct Englishness in relation to  ideas about inclusion and 
voluntarism, ultimately, when answering questions about who can be English, they 
draw on exclusionary formulations relating to whiteness and the nation-state. The 
following sections explore the 'moments o f questioning' (Frankenberg 1993 cited in 
Tyler 2003, 291) in which these patterns are challenged, but also at the processes of 
regulation by which these challenges are then rejected in favour o f the dominant 
narratives and hegemonic understandings o f Englishness.
7.3.1 Empirical and experiential critiques
Ann Stoler argues that while its meaning and symbolic content may shift over long 
periods o f time, essentialist thinking remains 'resilient and impervious to empirical, 
experiential counterclaims' (1997, 104). This section looks at examples in which 
participants' constructions o f Englishness are challenged by such empirical and 
experiential counterclaims. It will be demonstrated that participants draw on the ir 
observations of the social world and life experiences to  challenge the rationality of
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the boundaries o f Englishness they, often tacitly, construct. However, the section will 
also demonstrate the resilience of these boundaries, as despite participants' 
conceding that there are many powerful and compelling counterclaims to their 
validity, such challenges tend to be only temporary.
Andrew (white, sixties) is one o f the large majority o f white participants who argues 
in principle that Englishness is a voluntarist, culturally-conceived, colour-blind 
identity, before evaluating questions about who can be English in relation to  the 
boundary o f whiteness. In the below excerpt from Andrew's first interview in which 
he reflects on the boundaries o f Englishness, Andrew demonstrates a tension 
between his voluntarist, cultural principles and the racialised Englishness he 
constructs.
[Englishness is] like trying to have an overall word to  describe lots o f different 
things which are variable... Because I could say...I'm English because I speak 
English. Well that's logical but a lot o f other people who are not English speak 
English quite well... They probably never been born here, never really lived here 
fo r a long period of time but they've got that command [of the English language], 
which I don 't have really, so it's a very subjective term really isn't it? [...] You can 
either choose and go and be, or take up another culture...you know, say 'okay, I 
want to  go and be French'...you can go and live in France and over a period o f 
time cultivate and acquire things that become French... But whether they are 
really [i.e. that person really is] [French]...I mean...in an academic sense 
[someone who acquires Englishness] can't really be English... It's very d ifficult 
really because these are names...it's semantics really, but I suppose that you 
could say that...if people weren't born in England o f English parentage and o f 
English grandparents...then they're not really English.... Or you can come over 
here and you can just reside here and decide 'I want to  be English'...because you 
like everything about being English... I suppose that's a valid, equal argument as 
well really.
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For Andrew, Englishness is 'a very subjective term ', it is a 'name', and whether 
someone is English can be considered to  be a question o f 'semantics'. Therefore, as 
with Rashid and Ayan, the possibility o f pinning down a definite meaning o f the 
category is challenged fo r Andrew by these inherently subjective and unstable 
foundations. Andrew illustrates the subjective complexity o f national identities w ith 
the example of someone not born in England who has developed a command o f the 
language, and w ith the example o f someone who might move to a country and 
'cultivate and acquire' a local national identity. However, he then introduces a 
counter argument to this in which he argues that the boundaries o f Englishness, 'in 
an academic sense', might more accurately be based on ancestry. Although 
Englishness is initially discussed as relating to semantics, Andrew thus makes the 
opposing argument that 'if  people weren't born in England o f English parentage and 
o f English grandparents...then they're not really English'. This perspective is then, in 
turn, quickly contrasted to  a 'valid, equal argument' in which individual agency is 
again emphasised ('you can just reside here and decide "I want to  be English'"). 
Andrew thus consistently and equivocally reflects upon the logic behind different 
ides surrounding what might make someone English.
Later in the interview I ask Andrew whether he thought one o f the two broad 
patterns he had constructed -  open/semantic or closed/ancestry -  was more 
convincing.
From my personal, well I mean me as an individual, I suppose...if you're a 
member of the indigenous population, proved to  be here for centuries...[this 
means that] you're the people of England... Although...l had my DNA done about 
two years ago to find out what my origin was... It turned out that my DNA 
showed that I was Celtic.
Andrew retains an openness to his views in his emphasis that the view he is giving is 
a 'personal', 'individual' view which therefore need not be seen as a generalisable 
statement representing some kind o f truth. However, despite his earlier reflexivity 
w ith regard to the semantics and subjectivity o f Englishness, by arguing that, in his
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view, to be English requires 'centuries' o f ancestry in England, Andrew is prioritising 
a perspective from which ethnically-conceived boundaries are constructed as more 
authentic. He then, however, yet again problematises this view in relation to his 
Celtic DNA which, he seems to suggest (by use o f the word 'although') somehow 
invalidates the notion that he is indigenous and therefore authentically English. 
Nevertheless, later in the same interview Andrew suggests that the non-white 
population o f England today might only be seen as fully, authentically English 'in a 
hundred years time or a hundred and fifty  years'. Ultimately, therefore, despite 
much reasoning and reflection, Andrew constructs the boundaries o f Englishness in 
relation to  a highly exclusionary notion o f ancestry by which millions o f residents o f 
England whose ancestry cannot be traced back as 'indigenous' fo r centuries are 
considered to  be less authentically English, if they are English at all.
In his second interview I ask Andrew fo r more details about how he considers his 
genetic background as significant.
CLO: And you said that you were genetically Celtic...so do you consider yourself 
to  be Celtic?
Andrew: Well...that's...a bit of a fly in the ointment in a sense really. It's a fly in 
the ointment.
CLO: You think so?
Andrew: [pause] Well it is... It's all part o f semantics really isn't it? It's getting 
words and trying to  find exactly what they really mean actually, so English...is an 
imposed word isn't it. You impose that name on somebody because o f certain 
things... You have to have a cut-off point...you've got to  have your parameters in 
which you discuss it all because then you go off, it becomes like a bar o f soap 
[Andrew mimes action of continuously catching then letting slip an imaginary bar 
o f soap], every time you get to grips with it, it shoots o ff somewhere, do you 
know what I mean [laughs]?... I mean that side of it is best to  ignore in a sense.
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Andrew's genealogy is seen as a 'fly in the ointm ent' in relation to the argument 
made in the first interview that to  be authentically English requires proof of 
centuries-long indigeneity. If Andrew is not genetically English, but rather Celtic, then 
where does that leave his notion o f indigeneity -  his ideas about authentic 
Englishness -  given that he himself, an English-identifier, is therefore perhaps not 
English by his own criteria? This question suggests to  Andrew that a more subjective, 
socially constructed notion o f identity would be appropriate, and he again goes on to 
consider the problem of defining an inherently unstable linguistic category, a 
definition which is achieved by 'getting words and trying to find exactly what they 
really mean'. In this context, by then describing how 'Englishness...is an imposed 
word' that is imposed on 'somebody because of certain things', Andrew neatly 
summarises the arbitrariness and the importance o f imposition -  o f power -  on the 
'meaning' o f identity categories. In these arguments Andrew is very close to  Rashid 
and Ayan's reflexive arguments about Englishness being an 'artificial construct' and 
about the impossibility o f finding a fixed definition.
However, through Andrew's desire fo r 'parameters in which you [can] discuss' 
Englishness, he ultimately returns to  a definition reliant on fixed boundaries. With 
his analogy of the bar o f soap which is difficult to  get a grip of, Andrew again 
recognises the slipperiness o f the concept and its continual movement. The key 
element o f the analogy, however, is not the soap that is unfixed and moving but, 
rather, the action o f the continuous attempts made to  keep a grip on the soap. 
Despite the flu id ity o f the boundaries o f Englishness highlighted by Andrew's 
observations, he ultimately argues that a grip needs to be maintained: 'you have to 
have a cut-off point...you've got to f?ove...parameters'. For Andrew, the cut-off point 
for these parameters is defined in relation to ancestry. Despite the empirical 
counterclaims to  this argument that Andrew reflexively observes and works through, 
he finally bypasses these complications -  in his case he feels that it is 'best to  ignore' 
this 'fly in the ointment' -  in favour o f a relatively simplified notion o f a more 
authentic Englishness defined in relation to centuries o f residency. Despite the 
flu id ity and semantic subjectivity and complexities that Andrew has considered, he
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ends up w ith a highly exclusionary definition of who can be considered authentically 
English in which anyone w ith a migrant history -  anyone not 'proved to be here for 
centuries' -  is excluded. Andrew thus critiques and temporarily destabilises the 
association between Englishness and racialised boundaries, only fo r his views to  be 
regulated back towards a perspective premised on a racialised understanding.
While Andrew demonstrates how racialised boundaries can be temporarily 
challenged through a general, relatively abstract process o f reflection and reasoning, 
further participants demonstrate how critique is also encouraged by everyday social 
experience. As was demonstrated in Chapter Six, Helen (white, twenties) argues that 
whether someone is English depends on the number o f generations their family has 
been resident in England. However, during the photography stage o f the fieldwork 
these ideas were problematised. In the following excerpt Helen is initially discussing 
a photograph she took of a white colleague called Andy.
Helen: I d idn 't even know that Andy was half Hungarian [...] He does fully 
[describe himself as English], he doesn't even think about it... He's English it's 
as simple as that, but actually he's half Hungarian... I was saying [in the first 
interview that] English people have to be second or third generation fo r me, 
well actually in a way he is, but his Dad's Hungarian so he's not, so...it's 
tota lly open fo r debate... I thought that these guys [points at a photograph of 
road workers] were English until I first went to take the picture and then I 
was like 'oh no they're not, they're Polish'... I instantly thought they were 
English because they were white and they were builders...and then as soon 
as they started speaking I was like 'oh no, they're not', so no my kind of...built 
in, imprinted take on what makes someone English is still there...
CLO: And last time we discussed who can be or become English... Have your 
ideas changed on that at all?
Helen: Erm, no not massively, I have to  be honest. For me it's still a 
generation thing, absolutely definitely...I just think English is English
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Helen describes Andy elsewhere in the interview as 'a wildcard' due to his role in 
upsetting her assumptions about the number of 'generations' required for someone 
to be considered authentically English. Andy 'doesn't even think about' being 
English, and neither it seems had Helen prior to this incident, perhaps by virtue of his 
apparently obvious, white Englishness. Now that Helen is aware of Andy's -  by her 
definition -  non-English ancestry, he nevertheless remains English in her eyes, 
apparently because he considers himself to be English and Helen had previously 
presumed him to be so. However, he is only English 'in a way' because he is also not 
English due to his Hungarian ancestry. The process of reflection encouraged by the 
photography stage of the fieldwork thus exposes Helen to the complexities of 
individuals' backgrounds and the ways that boundaries such as those of generation 
simplify such complexities. Helen confronts the relationship between Englishness 
and deterministic, essentialising discourses, a process which renders questions of 
who can be English 'totally open for debate'.
Figure 7.1. Photograph o f builders taken by Helen.
Something similar takes place in Helen's discussion of the 'Polish builders' (see figure 
7.1) who she initially presumes to be English because they are white, before, on
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hearing the ir accent, deciding otherwise. However, despite both episodes and the ir 
apparent disruption o f her presuppositions regarding who can be English, at the end 
o f the excerpt Helen's earlier assumptions about Englishness are revalidated. The 
apparent destabilisation o f the association between Englishness, whiteness and the 
number o f 'generations', and the clear marking of previously invisible, white 
migration histories provided by these examples, is ultimately cancelled out by what 
Helen describes as an 'imprinted take' on who can be English. Helen ultimately refers 
back to  a 'bu ilt in' Englishness, the fixedness o f which stabilises the potential for 
these boundaries being 'open for debate'. Andy's 'wildcard' status does not finally 
trum p or overturn the logic o f the game; it is, rather, merely suggestive o f an 
unrepresentative outlier. Despite the complexities evident from Helen's experiences 
and despite the evident destabilising o f the boundaries o f ancestry and whiteness 
that has taken place, the process o f critical reflection only goes so far, and Helen's 
initial 'take' on Englishness, predicated on a concept o f 'generation' is 'still there'.
A similar process in which potentially troubled boundaries o f Englishness are policed 
and re-stabilised in relation to  racialised frameworks is found in Joanne's (white, 
forties) interview. In the below excerpt Joanne is discussing a Black friend o f hers, 
who like Joanne has lived fo r all o f her life in Southton, and who Joanne considers to  
be English.
Joanne: A friend o f mine... Michelle and I worked together... She was Black, I'm 
white, but...so much o f our past was the same. We went to the same schools, we 
grew up in the same place, we were the same age, we had the same memories... 
She was as English [as Joanne is]... We were two South London English girls...but I 
do think you have to...have absorbed enough of it, so...your family has to  have 
been long enough in the country to  have absorbed, to  have, to have absorbed 
whatever it is to  be English...
CLO: And how long do you think...a family would need to  be here...to absorb 
[pause] Englishness?
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Joanne: I'd say three or four generations...
CLO: Was your Black colleague and friend...third or fourth generation?
Joanne: Michelle? She must've been, yeah... Actually I th ink on one side she was 
third, on the other side she was two.
Joanne is in her mid-forties and therefore she and Michelle were born in the mid-to- 
late 1960s. Although there has been a Black population o f London for centuries 
(Hesse 1993, 163), a large majority o f the current Black population o f the city is 
ancestrally linked to  migration from the Caribbean and Africa since the late-1940s 
and particularly since the mid-1950s (Coleman & Salt 1992, 450). It is therefore 
somewhat unlikely that Michelle is a 'th ird generation' resident o f England on either 
side o f her family given that they are likely to have been living in England fo r twenty 
years at the most prior to her birth.
Ultimately, however, I would argue that Michelle's family history is not relevant. 
Even if Michelle is 'third generation' the excerpt suggests that Joanne's identification 
w ith Michelle cannot be related to the number o f generations Michelle's family has 
been resident in England but, rather, to  the similarities in the ir social background. 
They are both women from South London, they have a similar 'past' and 'the same 
memories', and they met through work in the context o f a particular shared 
profession (further details o f which are being withheld here in order to  protect 
Joanne's identity). It seems very likely that Joanne would find herself drawn socially 
to anyone w ith whom she shared so many experiences and interests, even if they 
were not third generation and, as seems most likely w ith Michelle, a first generation 
'm igrant' or second generation resident of the UK. I would argue that what Gilroy 
terms 'convivial culture' in the urban environment o f South London and Southton -  
'the processes o f cohabitation and interaction that have made multiculture an 
ordinary feature of social life in Britain's urban areas' (Gilroy 2004, xi) -  may have led 
to  Joanne miscalculating or relaxing her ancestral criteria o f Englishness in Michelle's 
case in order to sustain a consistent argument in relation to cultural integration and
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'generation'. In other words, Michelle seems so normatively, culturally integrated -  
so English -  to  Joanne that she identified her as 'third generation' when she almost 
certainly is not.
In contrast to Rashid and Ayan, the kind o f destabilisation o f the boundaries of 
Englishness demonstrated by Joanne, Helen and Andrew is not sustained. The 
moments o f questioning provoked by the ir reflection and experiences do not lead to 
a consistent and thoroughgoing reassessment o f the boundaries they construct. The 
reflection, reasoning and experiences that disturb the ir constructions o f Englishness 
only involve a temporary disruption o f the sense that the boundaries they draw on 
are valid and legitimate. The taken-for-granted English identities o f these white 
participants are thus mirrored by the resilience o f essentialist discourses when it 
comes to  questions o f who can be English. Despite the apparent inconsistencies and 
irrationalities o f the boundaries these participants construct, it seems natural for 
them, as white, racialised subjects, to  continue to maintain, and continue to  feel 
authorised to maintain, particular racialised constructions o f Englishness. This 
suggests that the unmarkedness and taken-for-grantedness o f white participants' 
Englishness (only unmarked, o f course, from a white perspective) can play a key role 
in inhibiting the extent to which many white participants apply reflexive, critical 
reasoning to questions o f who can be English.
7.3.2 Critiques encouraged by the interview guide
As discussed in Chapters Five and Six, most participants who do not identify as white 
argue that 'English' is an identity category from which they feel excluded due to  its 
association w ith whiteness. As was discussed in Chapter Four, the interview guide 
included ways in which the fixedness o f whiteness as a boundary could be 
challenged. The rationale behind this approach was to open up a 'discursive space' in 
which white participants' 'hidden' racialised perspectives might be marked 
(Frankenberg 1993, 39). However, as the vast majority o f participants who argued 
directly and unambiguously that Englishness is a white category were not white,
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these questions were often only asked to these participants. This section looks at 
some o f the responses to such questions. The analysis presented here suggests that 
while many o f these participants demonstrate a commitment to  the notion o f 
legitimate belonging in England regardless o f ethnic background, and to  the 
contestation o f boundaries o f whiteness, they do not feel that these commitments 
can be related to  an Englishness they irrevocably associate with whiteness.
Edward (British Pakistani, thirties) considers the category English to be an identity 
only available to white people, though he does identify as British. For Edward, 
Britishness is an identity that he feels is potentially open to  anyone regardless o f 
ethnicity. In the following excerpt I ask Edward a question aimed at encouraging him 
to  reflect on the relationship between Englishness and whiteness.
CLO: What about someone like...Monty Panesar [a cricketer o f Indian 
heritage] or Rio Ferdinand [a footballer o f partly Caribbean heritage], 
representing England in...national sporting competitions. Do you see them as 
English?
Edward: Erm, Rio Ferdinand definitely... From the first view when you look at 
Monty Panesar you probably th ink it's a bit bizarre [for him to play fo r 
England]...because he wears a turban and everything, and you just th ink 
actually he's fully culturally engaged [as Indian], but if  you hear him speak 
and...see how he interacts w ith the team he's no different than Rio 
Ferdinand... He's born and brought up here, or he's certainly been here fo r 
long enough to be part o f the culture... I don't see [either of] them as 
someone who should be playing for the West Indies or India [rather than 
England], I see them as someone who's British and I th ink that's such an 
important part o f an integrated culture.
CLO: You said British there.
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Edward: I didn't say English yeah, again it's British, it's, er, an interesting one 
[laughs]. But I would see them as British.
When most participants who are not white who, unlike Edward, had not been 
brought up in England were asked the same question they quickly responded that 
Panesar and Ferdinand could not be considered English as they are not white. In 
contrast to this, Edward is keen to  try  to be more politically open and voluntarist so 
as not to  close down options on who can be English. Edward's core concern seems to 
be to  make an argument that justifies the legitimate belonging and cultural 
integration of people o f Caribbean or South Asian heritage in England. This is borne 
out by his suggestion that both sportsmen are part o f 'an integrated culture' and 
that it would not be appropriate fo r them to represent the national teams o f the ir 
parents' countries o f birth ('the West Indies or India').
However, while Edward initially seems to  describe Ferdinand and Panesar as English 
-  this was the subject o f the interview and the term very clearly used in this 
particular question -  at the end o f his answer he frames his perspective on the ir 
cultural integration w ith reference to  them being British. When asked about this shift 
in terminology Edward confirms that it is not a slip o f the tongue but, rather, reflects 
his views; he 'would see them as British' rather than English even though they, 
w ith in the terms of the question, are being put forward as potentially English. 
Despite his evident belief in the legitimate place o f post-colonial migrants and later 
generations in England, this is not something that Edward feels able to discuss in 
relation to the development o f a multiracial or multiethnic Englishness. His initial 
apparent willingness to reflexively consider the possibilities fo r an open, voluntarist 
Englishness is regulated back towards the view that Englishness is defined in relation 
to whiteness. Put simply, Edward apparently finds it difficult to  discuss the possibility 
o f someone who is not white being, or identifying as, English even if  they are fully 
culturally 'integrated' w ithin England.
The centrality o f whiteness to this discussion is confirmed in an excerpt from later in 
the same interview in which Edward discusses whether his daughter, Lilian, who was
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less than a year old at the time of the interview, might identify as English when 
older. Lilian's mother Upala, who also participated in the study, identifies as Bengali 
British, and as such Edward sees Lilian as fitting  the bureaucratic category o f 'Other 
Asian'.
CLO: Do you think Lilian could see herself as English?
Edward: [pause] Potentially yeah, I th ink there's probably a very high 
probability o f it... As I said, when I look in the m irror that's what I see, the 
Pakistani [laughs]... I th ink that when she looks in the mirror...she'll see she's 
'Other Asian' [laughs] [...] I th ink there's probably a high probability [she will 
consider herself to  be English]...unless...unfortunately she's stigmatised and 
she goes through some sort o f racism and then she'll know where she's from 
[laughing] quite quickly [...] The generations become more tolerant, and 
when you start getting a more and more educated society...in terms 
of...awareness... As Britain's becoming more and more [open]...I th ink it's less 
o f an issue, but...I don't think she would be seen as English, I think...the only 
way she would be is [if] maybe my grandchildren were seen as English...if 
maybe she married someone English who was of that.
At different points in this excerpt Edward seems positive about the chances o f Lilian 
identifying as English. This might come about, he argues, in relation to the increasing 
tolerance and 'awareness' o f people in British society in relation to  questions o f who 
legitimately belongs. However, again, the issue o f skin colour reins in and regulates 
this optimism. Early in the excerpt Edward suggests that Lilian's Englishness would 
be challenged as a result o f her non-white appearance. In the same way that, as was 
discussed in Chapter Five, Edward sees 'the Pakistani' in the m irror despite his 
feeling o f distance from Pakistan in comparison to Britain and England, Lilian w ill see 
herself as 'Other Asian', the bureaucratic, ethnic category that Edward suggests will 
be currently available to her given her parentage. Edward argues that the colour of 
Lilian's skin and the potential for racial 'stigmatisation' w ithin a white majority 
society may ultimately determine where she thinks 'she's from ' and the category
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with which she identifies. Thus, despite Edward's repeated early suggestion that 
there is a 'high probability' that Lilian will identify as English, by the end of the 
excerpt the 'probability' o f English identification has been deferred to his 
grandchildren. Lilian will only be English if she has children w ith 'someone English', 
by which Edward means someone who is white. Although the sentence goes 
unfinished, it is likely that the missing final word o f the excerpt would be 'colour' or 
'race'.
These excerpts suggest that, when encouraged to  reflect on race and Englishness, 
Edward sees the population o f England, regardless o f skin colour, as equal in the 
extent to  which they belong in England. They also suggest that, w ithin this context, 
he actively wants to  take a genuinely colour-blind perspective on Englishness. 
However, Edward's reflexive, politically motivated efforts at constructing a colour­
blind Englishness are consistently limited as a result o f the racialised life experiences 
that Edward, as someone who is not white, has had in England. Despite the opening 
up o f a discursive space in which the racialisation o f Englishness is briefly challenged, 
ultimately Edward's perspective remains rooted to the dominant narrative o f a white 
Englishness.
Hadeel (British Asian, thirties) has also lived for all o f her life in England. Like Edward 
she does not identify w ith Englishness, which she associates w ith whiteness. Hadeel 
was discussed briefly in Chapter Five where it was seen that, influenced by her 
doctorate in the social sciences, she suggests that Englishness is 'a term of essential, 
racial descent'. In our discussion about the potential Englishness o f M onty Panesar 
and/or Rio Ferdinand, Hadeel suggests that the two sportsmen might claim to  be 
English in public for instrumental reasons, 'to deflect media scrutiny' that might arise 
in relation to  their potential (dis)loyalty to the English team. However, she later 
modifies this argument to suggest that they may genuinely 'feel' English but that this 
would be 'odd' as they would be 'rejecting another part o f  themselves. In the below 
excerpt from later in the same interview Hadeel is responding to  the question 'Can 
anyone be English?'
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Yes I think so yeah, I have quite a broad understanding o f it yeah. Personally 
is one thing, but...you can claim Englishness... Englishness is a form of racial 
descent...but if those labels are sort o f invented, [for example if] being Anglo- 
Saxon is sort o f invented, then yes you can invent yourself as being English. 
So I have conflicting views I guess... You can negotiate who you want to  be. I 
th ink my fear is that in claiming to be English you'll be laughed [at] in your 
face because clearly...you can't claim that... [However] You can claim to be 
English, if you wish.
Hadeel does not identify as English, and has earlier suggested that people like 
Panesar or Ferdinand who may identify as English are either pretending to  be English 
or, through the act of identifying as English, betraying an authentic, ethnic 
background. This view of Englishness as a fixed, racialised identity category is what 
Hadeel refers to as the 'personal' perspective towards the start o f the above excerpt 
('personally is one thing'). However, in developing her answer to  the question 'can 
anyone be English' Hadeel appears to draw on her social science background and 
describes Englishness and 'racial descent' generally as socially constructed, or 
'invented'. From this perspective, anyone can 'invent' themselves as English 
regardless o f the colour o f the ir skin. Hadeel holds this view up in contrast -  it is, she 
says, a 'conflicting view' -  to the hitherto expressed 'personal' perspective. Despite 
her training in sociology and her experience of research that has been specifically 
engaged in studies o f race and ethnicity, Hadeel's 'personal', racialised view is the 
only one voiced until the interview guide's structure encourages her to  challenge 
this. Like Edward, the 'personal' view might therefore be seen to have emerged from 
a lifetime's experience o f being excluded from Englishness, an experience which 
renders the imagining, or 'invention' o f a more open, de-racialised Englishness 
difficult.
Although Hadeel goes on to  suggest that anyone who is not white has the chance to 
'negotiate who [they] want to be', like Edward she suggests that choosing 
Englishness will not lead to  acceptance as English ('in claiming to  be English you'll be 
laughed [at]'). Even when making the argument that Englishness is socially
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constructed and open to  anybody regardless o f colour, Hadeel uses language 
couched in qualifications about how someone 'con claim to be English' if they 'wish'. 
As Chapter Five demonstrates, there is much evidence to  support this perspective, as 
precariously staking a 'claim' and/or having a desire to be English is somewhat 
different to someone being, and being accepted as, English. Hadeel, as w ith Edward, 
thus reaches an impasse when it comes to the possibility o f fully accepting the 
possibility o f a non-white Englishness.
Edward and Hadeel are both politically committed to  anti-racist principles, to  notions 
o f multiethnic inclusion w ith in Britain, and ideals o f agency in deciding upon one's 
identity. However, despite some evidence that they wish to challenge the normative 
association between Englishness and whiteness their views are finally regulated back 
towards the dominant racialised perspective. For Edward and Hadeel, despite the ir 
political principles relating to inclusion w ithin national categories, the ir convictions 
are not finally enough to convince them that 'anybody' can be English. Ultimately 
the ir racialised subjectivities and a lifetime of feeling distinct from an identity 
associated so closely w ith whiteness delimits the extent to  which they can 
apparently even imagine a non-white Englishness.
7.3.3 Ethical critiques of racialised boundaries
This section looks at the ways in which some white participants demonstrate an 
ethical concern for the racialised boundaries they construct in relation to 
Englishness. In her study o f national identities in the UK, Susan Condor finds that her 
white research participants in England 'tended routinely to treat talk about "this 
country" as a normatively accountable matter-of-prejudice' (Condor 2000, 175). In 
the early stages o f interviews relating to  questions o f 'what Englishness means' to 
participants, the present study does not find the same routine treatm ent o f 
Englishness as potentially, problematically racialised by white participants. However, 
in the later stages of the interviews in which questions of Englishness, race and
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inclusion are discussed directly, a similar pattern o f moral questioning in relation to 
Englishness as being potentially racist sometimes emerges.
In the following excerpt, Lizzie (white, twenties) suggests that she finds what she is 
saying to  be ethically problematic. Elsewhere in her interview Lizzie argues that 
'anyone can be English' regardless o f their background or 'race', though in practise, 
as the below excerpt demonstrates, these inclusionary principles are not always held 
to. Unusually among participants who construct Englishness through this common 
pattern o f disavowing but then habitually constructing a white Englishness, Lizzie 
immediately expresses anxious, moral concern about the racialised boundaries she is 
constructing.
Lizzie: [Maybe Black people] don't see themselves as English because Black 
people d idn't originate from England [inflected to form question]?... Maybe 
that's what they're thinking. These are hard topics.
CLO: Yeah they are.
Lizzie: I'm listening to  myself, going 'oh my God' [laughs] [...] [Towards the 
end o f the interview] I feel slightly violated [laughing].
CLO: Really? [...] In what way?
Lizzie: Well talking about race and Englishness, things that you shouldn't 
really talk about [almost whispering, sounds ashamed].
CLO: [...] Well, what, do you feel violated by the interview situation?
Lizzie: No, by what I'm saying. It's like 'oh, is that what I really think?'
The boundaries Lizzie constructs in this excerpt coincide w ith the racialised 
frameworks for constructing who can be English discussed in Chapter Six. She
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suggests that Black people might not see themselves as English 'because Black 
people d idn't originate from England', thus suggesting that someone who is Black is 
somehow not indigenous and thus not authentically English. However, on voicing 
this racialised perspective Lizzie immediately expresses anxious, moral concern 
about the racialised boundaries she is constructing. Lizzie seems surprised by what 
she has said and quickly challenges her argument as problematic: 'I'm  listening to 
myself, going ''oh my God'". Later in the interview Lizzie again suggests that she is 
surprised and even ashamed about what she has said, asking herself, 'is that what I 
really think?' Lizzie is concerned that what she is saying is morally questionable and 
seems to find the realisation o f this to be surprising and akin to  being 'violated'.
These expressions of surprise suggest that Lizzie is constructing these racialised 
boundaries habitually, 'below the level o f calculation' (Bourdieu and Wacquant 1992, 
128), only to  find this habitual construction ethically problematic. G o ff man, on 
whom Condor (2000) draws, suggests that the goal o f social actors is to  project an 
'acceptable se lf in relation to  the social norms of a given situation (Goffman 1959, 
268). Lizzie's reaction to her construction o f a racialised Englishness suggests that in 
constructing Englishness in this way she is not projecting the self she would like to. 
Lizzie is embarrassed and ashamed, and senses that what she is saying is not 'the 
appropriate thing', a situation that thus requires a process o f anxious impression 
management (ibid, 268).
This pattern is echoed in the following excerpts from Helen (white, twenties) and 
Joanne's (white, forties) interviews, both o f whose constructions o f Englishness -  
colour-blind, voluntarist and cultural in principle but racialised in practise -  have 
been considered in detail in previous chapters.
Helen: I'm going to sound like a Nazi when I say this...erm [pause]. Oh I sound 
like such a racist... For me [being English is] kind o f a generation thing...and I 
just feel that some people just aren't that English [laughs]. I just feel really 
uncomfortable [discussing this], I do.
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Joanne: If you relate as English you automatically create a vision o f yourself. 
People respond to you in a certain way because other people see English 
[people] as racist... To say that you're English is quite a scary thing, and 
maybe it should be a scary thing.
Like Lizzie, these participants both express ethically-framed concerns that what they 
are saying is potentially racist and can thus also be seen as undertaking a process of 
impression management. Helen expresses a fear that she is coming across 'like a 
Nazi', while Joanne, who passionately identifies as English, suggests that expressing 
an English identity should perhaps 'be a scary thing' due to  its associations with 
racism. The above excerpt from Helen is towards the start o f her first interview and 
illustrates a concern raised on several occasions during both o f her interviews in 
relation to  her views on 'generation' and migration. Helen, like Lizzie, suggests that 
actually vocalising her opinions makes her 'uncomfortable', a sentiment echoed by 
Joanne's notion that 'saying you're English is quite a scary thing'. These participants 
are very much opposed to  racism in principle, and as such they become 
embarrassed, ethically anxious, and/or even surprised, when during an interview 
they find themselves constructing Englishness in relation to boundaries commonly 
associated w ith racism in popular discourse. It is from the evident gap between the ir 
views in principle and the ir views in practise that this surprise and sense o f 
embarrassment and moral anxiety emerges; is this, in Lizzie's words, what they 
'really think'?
However, as w ith the empirical and experiential concerns discussed in an earlier 
section, this reflexive, ethical concern w ith the potential for racialised exclusion does 
not lead to  a sustained challenging o f the dominant, racialised narratives o f 
Englishness. Although Helen, Lizzie and Joanne suggest that the ir constructions o f 
Englishness may be ethically problematic, they do not finally and decisively 
destabilise racialised frameworks. As was demonstrated earlier, Helen's second 
interview involves the reaffirmation o f an Englishness formed in relation to  several 
generations o f residence, and Lizzie and Joanne, despite anxieties about the views 
they are sharing in the interview situation, do not finally suggest that the normalised
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and common sense association they draw between Englishness and whiteness is one 
that can or should be transcended. As w ith Edward and Hadeel, they are ultimately 
regulated towards the conclusion that questions o f who can be English are 
legitimately constrained in relation to  racialised norms; though, o f course, unlike 
Edward and Hadeel, their whiteness, and their racialised subjectivities, help to 
enable them to take an exclusionary rather than exciuded perspective. Discussions of 
the racialised boundaries o f Englishness, whilst provoking ethical worries and 
anxious moments of ethical accountability, are thus finally policed back towards the 
dominant racialised norm.
Therefore, whether problematised in relation to empirical, experiential or ethical 
challenges, the kind o f disruption to  the boundaries o f Englishness discussed in this 
section is not sustained by the majority o f participants. Nor, given the long-term 
socialisation of individuals into this kind o f understanding of the social world, would 
this necessarily be expected. What we see here, rather, are temporary disruptions; 
the moments o f questioning provoked by reflection and experience do not lead to  a 
consistent and thoroughgoing reassessment o f the association between 'race' and 
Englishness. Despite the ethical questions raised and the evident contradictions, 
inconsistencies and irrationalities o f the boundaries these participants construct, it 
ultimately seems normal and correct fo r racialised boundaries to be maintained and 
reaffirmed. A regulatory effect sees participants construct Englishness in relation to 
the exclusionary and highly durable norms from which they briefly seem to  depart.
7.4 The migrant 'other' and unchallenged nation-state boundaries
As was demonstrated in Chapter Six, for participants who predominantly draw on 
nation-state frameworks, racialised boundaries can be destabilised both in principle 
and in practise. Some participants who draw on supposedly more objective, 
politically neutral nation-state boundaries do so in relation to  an inclusive 
Englishness, and others in relation to a similar perspective on Britishness, or a vaguer 
national 'we'. For these participants, exclusion is legitimised in relation to  the nation-
196
State and the figure o f the migrant is the key 'other'. However, crucially, in contrast 
to  those discussed in the previous section, most participants who draw on nation­
state boundaries do not suggest to  anything like the same extent that their 
constructions o f difference are empirically, experientially or ethically open to 
question. In what follows, David (white, thirties) is responding to  the question of 
whether social housing should be allocated differently depending on whether 
someone is English.
If we're going to call ourselves [an] inclusive, tolerant, accepting society, then 
you can't build in exclusivity to  public resources [based on whether someone 
is English], you know, it sort o f flies in the face o f what you're trying to  say 
you are...and what you do... Having said that [laughs], [pause]...I think if 
someone...rolls o ff a train...or whatever [laughing]...and rocks up in a town 
and goes to  local [council] offices [and says (here David simulates a 
conversation between a migrant and council official)], 'Yeah I've just moved 
here. I'd like a house', 'Are you English?', 'No'... 'But you want a house?', 
'Yeah', 'Okay, here you go'. That seems [pause] weird.
David argues that it would be morally questionable to privilege the English in the 
allocation o f 'public resources'. However, this seemingly universalist perspective on 
the allocation of resources quickly shifts in relation to  apparently common-sense 
arguments about national membership. For David the idea o f equality o f treatm ent 
in terms of housing regardless o f ethnicity or nationality is in itially seen as morally 
normative but is then literally laughed o ff and its prospect described as 'weird ' in 
relation to  a non-nation-state member's access to  these state services. This is 
particularly achieved in relation to the stereotypical figure o f the welfare-abusing 
migrant who is positioned as making purportedly unreasonable and unfair demands 
on the state. Within a few phrases a gap thus arises between inclusive, anti- 
essentialist thinking in relation to  rights w ithin the state and an ultimately 
essentialist, exclusionary perspective which is nonetheless perceived to be objective, 
sensible and ethically non-affective.
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In this way, for participants such as David who may thoroughly problematise the 
racialised boundaries o f Englishness, there are far fewer, if  any, doubts or 'moments 
o f questioning', whether empirical, experiential or ethical, in relation to  nation-state 
boundaries and the migrant 'other'. Some key ways in which the ethical 
normalisation o f national difference in particular is achieved are suggested in the 
below excerpts from Lynn (white, thirties) and Sam (white, thirties).
Lynn: When you're looking at refugees...you don't want to  turn people like 
that away... It would take a far more strategic brain than mine to  sit down 
and work out how the hell you do it [i.e. decide on how immigration into 
England is controlled]... I don't believe that anybody would honestly say, yeah 
any old bugger can come in and, and not work.
Sam: I th ink that...England and Britain are only in the position they are in the 
world because of three- or four-hundred years o f robbing the shit out of 
smaller, less industrialised countries... Some controls [on immigration are 
necessary] as a matter o f common sense....[Such controls should be 
concerned w ith] whatever we ought to do out o f a sense o f humanity and 
then what's good fo r keeping the economy ticking over I suppose. It's the 
kind o f thing I switch over when it comes on the news.
Both Lynn and Sam demonstrate sympathy towards disadvantaged and deprived 
potential migrants. Lynn suggests that decisions o f who should be allowed into 
England require a 'more strategic brain' than hers, though in relation to  this the 
stereotype of the welfare-abusing migrants is mobilised as an evidently serious 
problem. Elsewhere in her interview Lynn expresses thanks that she 'isn 't a 
politician' so that she does not have to deal with such issues directly. Lynn thus feels 
she does not need to concern herself ethically w ith such questions in detail and thus 
bear any moral responsibility for what is a technically-framed, objectively legitimate 
process o f exclusion. Sam similarly argues that immigration policy should be 
sympathetic towards global, historical inequalities, that it should reflect a concern 
fo r colonial history and a universalist 'sense o f humanity', but that this needs to  be
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balanced w ith a 'common sense' concern 'for keeping the economy ticking over'. 
Immigration does not worry Sam generally, and like Lynn he feels glad to be able to 
'switch over when it comes on the news' and remove himself from considering it in 
greater depth.
For these participants, ides about the perceived objectivity o f nation-state 
boundaries, economistic discourses relating to the 'balance' of the population, and 
the portrayal of migrants as welfare-abusing and damaging to the national economy, 
combine to  help them to abrogate ethical accountability for nationalist exclusion. In 
particular, nationally-framed, economistic, technical and legal arguments in which 
politicians and bureaucrats are charged with managing migration and keeping the 
'economy ticking over', legitimise, in both the moral and juridical sense, the 
construction of essentialist difference and exclusion in ways that do not seem to  be 
or feel ethically salient to these participants personally. Therefore, in contrast to 
participants such as Lizzie and Helen, who demonstrate anxieties, self-doubt and 
self-critique in relation to the ir views on Englishness and 'race', participants who 
draw on nation-state boundaries demonstrate a relative absence o f affective 
responsibility w ith regard to the processes o f exclusion they legitimise. As Zygmunt 
Bauman argues, 'Technical responsibility differs from moral responsibility in that it 
forgets that the action is a means to something other than itself... The result is the 
irrelevance of moral standards for the technical success o f the bureaucratic 
operation' (1989,101).
For the participants discussed in this section and others who hold to nation-state 
frameworks, racialised discourses o f Englishness and racialised boundaries o f 
belonging more generally may be rejected, but the nation-state frameworks that 
these participants draw on nevertheless severely circumscribe who they feel can 
legitimately belong in the United Kingdom. These findings thus lend support to 
Andreas Wimmer's argument that 'Excluding non-national[s]...on the basis o f legal 
discrimination is perfectly sanctioned by international and constitutional law and 
wholly naturalised in the eyes o f the world's population' (2004, 47). The widespread 
legitimacy o f this kind o f exclusionary discourse and prejudice in the UK is supported
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by recent survey research which suggests an 'overwhelming hostility to...m igration' 
across society (McLaren & Johnson 2007, 718) which, contrary to popular belief, is 
just as likely to  be found among highly educated, higher income members o f the 
population (ibid, 721). Evidence suggests that this kind o f anti-migrant feeling is even 
on the rise in the UK, as a recent report surveying political polls finds that 'concern 
w ith immigration' has moved in the last decade 'from a marginal concern o f a small 
m inority to  one o f the...most-frequently named issues' (Blinder 2012, 5). The 
widespread social acceptability o f legally and economistically conceived nation-state- 
derived reasoning, and the acceptability o f stereotypes surrounding the figure o f the 
migrant, can thus be contrasted to  more publically problematised -  and, as a result, 
potentially more ethically affective -  'racial' stereotypes. The data presented in this 
section suggest that the common-sense way in which people construct nation-state 
boundaries and anti-migrant prejudice has a crucial role in obscuring the privileged 
perspective o f the national in-group, and a crucial role in curtailing the moral 
obligations fe lt towards the excluded 'other'.
7.5 Conclusion
This chapter has demonstrated the numerous ways in which participants reflect 
upon and challenge the dominant narratives o f Englishness discussed in Chapter Six. 
While April reflexively challenges the significance o f racialised and nation-state 
boundaries, Rashid and Ayan are the only participants who exercise a thorough and 
sustained process o f critical reflexivity by which both the significance o f these 
boundaries and the boundaries themselves are destabilised. For other participants 
discussed in this chapter who represent a majority o f participants, while the 
racialised boundaries o f Englishness may be challenged in different ways, a 
regulatory effect finally sees these participants return to the more limited, 
essentialist and exclusionary norms from which they briefly seem to  depart.
Condor finds that 'the ways in which [participants] typically went about expressing... 
opinions [on Englishness] indicates a widespread awareness o f the possibility that
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they might be held accountable fo r [racist/nationalist] sentiments' (2000, 194). 
While this pattern was also found in this study, the sense o f accountability was 
limited and was rarely met w ith a sense that these boundaries could be permanently 
troubled and destabilised. This is in large part due to  the normalisation o f the 
relationship between English identities and whiteness. Despite empirical, 
experiential and ethical counterclaims, the racialised subjectivities o f participants 
help to  constrain the extent to  which most participants, white and not white, feel 
able to  disrupt the racialised underpinnings o f a normatively white Englishness.
It could be argued that there are nevertheless perhaps some grounds fo r optimism 
to  be found here in the apparent troubling of racialised boundaries among many 
white participants. However, such patterns o f disruptions to  fixed boundaries are not 
necessarily problematic or unsettling fo r racialised understandings o f society. The 
social construction and the incoherences o f 'race' are such that the processes o f 
racialisation by which 'race' becomes significant might even be 'predicated on crisis' 
and the 'endless necessity to  consolidate' (Ehlers 2006 cited in Byrne 2011; emphasis 
added). This apparent unsettling o f 'race' in talk o f Englishness is therefore not 
necessarily an encouraging sign that racialised English identities are increasingly 
being critiqued by white people. It is, rather, potentially merely suggestive o f the 
latest complex and contradictory ways by which many people are reaffirm ing 
racialised English identities. Furthermore, as limited as this challenging o f racialised 
difference is, a crucial finding presented in this chapter is that fo r those participants 
who construct difference primarily in relation to nation-state boundaries and the 
figure o f the migrant 'other', there is no comparable pattern o f reflection or 
problematisation in empirical, experiential or, most notably, ethical terms. For the 
overwhelming majority o f participants, therefore, essentialist and exclusionary 
nationalist and racialised discourses are ultimately, in different ways, accepted as 
valid perspectives on the organisation o f society.
The findings in this chapter beg the question as to  why participants are so powerfully 
drawn to regulating their views towards these dominant exclusionary narratives
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despite the ir incoherence and ambiguities. The following chapter therefore looks at 
what participants expect from Englishness and English identities.
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Eight: The Expectations of Englishness and their disruptions
8.1 Introduction
So far this thesis has explored questions o f how and to  what extent Englishness and 
English identities are constructed in relation to  racialised and nation-state 
boundaries. It has also looked at the extent to  which this identification matters in 
terms of whether participants believe that everyone in England should be English. It 
has been established that fo r most participants, in different ways, Englishness is 
constructed in relation to a normative whiteness, and that for many participants to 
be English, and thus to  be white, is seen as an important matter w ithin society in 
England. This chapter looks in greater detail at the question o f why participants feel 
that the ir English identity matters to them. The chapter focuses on what it is about 
Englishness that is appealing or important to participants, and at what they expect to 
get out o f constructing English identities. A key aim of this and the following chapter 
is thus to help try  and explain the regulatory effect discussed in the previous chapter 
by which participants' constructions o f who can be English are so often constrained 
by dominant racialised and nationalist frameworks despite the apparent 
ambivalences, problematic expressions and discourses o f exclusion that are an 
integral part o f these constructions.
The chapter will first look at the ways in which Englishness is constructed by the 
majority o f participants who identify as English as a positively-framed moral 
community. Echoing Michael Skey's recent findings (2010, 2011b), Englishness is also 
found to be associated w ith a sense o f ontological security, a feeling o f confidence 
'in the continuity of...self-identity and in the constancy of...surrounding social and 
material environments o f action' (Giddens 1984 cited in Skey 2010, 716). The 
chapter will then go onto explore those participants who identify as English but 
construct Englishness in less idealised, more problematic ways and who discuss the 
expectations highlighted above in ways that suggest that they have been disrupted; 
disruptions which are invariably accounted fo r in relation to the negative effect on
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society o f the racialised 'other'. It will be concluded that the association between 
English identities and racialised subjectivities, an association predicated on racialised 
power-relations and hierarchies, helps to encourage the interpretation and 
understanding o f any perceived breakdown in what is expected o f Englishness as 
being related to a culpable, racialised 'other'.
8.2 Positive expectations of Englishness
As Chapter Five demonstrates, William (white, sixties) and Salam (Mixed-race, 
thirties) have somewhat different relationships to Englishness. William feels able to 
'just accept who [he is]' as an English person. Salam, on the other hand, identifies as 
English to an extent, and feels that it is an identity he 'would like to have', but also 
feels that it has been 'w ithheld' from him due to  the colour o f his skin. Despite this 
racialised contrast in the way in which these participants' identify as English, as the 
excerpts below demonstrate they both speak in very positive terms about 
Englishness in relation to ideas about society and community.
William: I think [Englishness is]...the way people conduct the ir lives in this 
country, it's the way people react to  each other...it's the way people have a 
respect for each other and have a respect for the environment they live 
in...which I th ink on the whole most people do... The other English 
characteristic, I think, is being friendly to people, being pleasant to  people... I 
th ink being able to speak your mind, expecting high quality service... To me, 
that's Englishness.
Salam: The main [English] value I th ink would be [that] you...don't resort to 
violence immediately to settle...arguments, to  settle disagreements... If you 
want to  settle in the country...and build up a relationship w ith other people 
who are around you then you have to...probably just make sure that you 
don't offend people, and that comes down to my idea that the pursuit o f 
pleasantness is key... So queuing, not pushing in fron t o f people, not
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being...unnecessarily rude to people... If you can...master all o f those skills 
then you're...well on your way to  becoming accepted as an English person I 
think.
William and Salam both associate being English w ith notions o f moral standards and 
basic social cohesion. William portrays Englishness as representing 'respect fo r each 
other and...for the environment' while Salam characterises Englishness and its values 
as being marked by an absence of violence, by the avoidance o f offence, and by the 
building o f relationships 'w ith other people who are around you'. This association 
between Englishness and basic social cohesion is linked by both participants to  a 
sense o f sociability or conviviality. William suggests that to  be 'friendly' or 'pleasant' 
to  people is to be English, and Salam similarly suggests that 'the pursuit of 
pleasantness is...key' for 'becoming accepted as an English person'. As was 
demonstrated in Chapter Five's analysis o f how Englishness is described by 
participants, nearly all o f those who identify as English, including as we see here 
even some of those who only precariously identify as English such as Salam, 
associate Englishness w ith ideas about a positively-framed moral community. 
Englishness can therefore be very much associated by those who identify as English 
w ith notions o f the ideal image o f a society made up o f a moral community 
characterised by fairness, unity and common values, which implicitly reflect the 
values of the participant; and it is in relation to these values that, as was discussed in 
Chapter Six's discussion o f whether it matters to  be English, the non-English are 
evaluated and expected to integrate.
This kind o f 'pleasant' English moral community is discussed further in the context o f 
everyday experiences in Jody (white, thirties) and Sebastian's (Black, twenties) 
second interviews following the photography stage o f the fieldwork. In the following 
excerpts both participants discuss photographs they have taken which they feel 
represent Englishness to them.
Jody: I took a picture o f this gentleman because he was very sort o f what I 
regarded as [an] old English gentleman... He's walking his dog and he...says hello
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to  me...or good morning, and then he continues on his way, and this picture is of 
him talking to  someone and I think that is quite...noticeable about the 
English...that they can chat to anyone.
Sebastian: I mean it was...torrential rain that day [when the photograph in 
question was taken], and...the buses were going by next to the gutter, people 
were being sprayed [with rain] and...they sort o f were laughing at it and kind o f 
enjoying the experience in a funny sort o f way, and sort o f discussing it amongst 
themselves. And there were people, cyclists including myself, who was on the 
other side of the road sort o f running under the shelter to  keep themselves dry 
and everybody was sort o f talking to each other... That I th ink is a very English 
thing...making light o f unfavourable conditions.
When asked to  take photographs o f what represents Englishness to  them, Jody and 
Sebastian both take photographs o f people in and around Southton who are 
behaving in a friendly, sociable way. Jody takes a photograph of a man who greets 
her in a local park while she is walking her dog (see figure 8.1). The man's 
friendliness is, she feels, particularly English. Sebastian has taken a photograph o f a 
scene in rush-hour Southton in which people are diving for cover and 'making light o f 
unfavourable' conditions in a way that is, fo r him, 'very English'. This kind o f convivial 
and friendly -  or, as William and Salam might put it, 'pleasant' -  interpersonal 
behaviour involving people in participants' direct social surroundings is attributed by 
these and other English-identifying participants to something called Englishness. This 
finding echoes Robin Mann's recent findings in which 'fo r many people, English and 
Englishness referred to  community and togetherness, exemplified by people getting 
on and getting to  know each other' (Mann 2011,121).
In this way, a common thread running between the majority o f participants who 
identify as English is that the photographs they take, the representations of 
Englishness they discuss, and the 'values' they ascribe to Englishness are all 
positively framed in relation to ideas about a moral community in which they are 
situated, and in relation to  everyday situations w ithin this moral community. Many
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negative aspects of Englishness were regularly discussed by these participants; 
notably racism, football hooliganism and binge drinking. Furthermore, as the next 
chapter will demonstrate, many of these same participants also portray desirable 
and undesirable, authentic and inauthentic strains of Englishness that are heavily 
inflected by discourses of social class. For these participants, however, negatively- 
framed symbols and representations or experiences of Englishness are never drawn 
on as part o f their own sense of identification with Englishness other than when 
employed as a contrast with which they personally disidentify.
Figure 8.1. Photograph o f dog walkers taken by Jody.
It is important to note that for some of those participants who identify as English 
who are not white, such as Salam and Sebastian who are quoted above, despite the 
precariousness of their Englishness discussed in Chapter Five, they nevertheless, as 
has been demonstrated, also associate Englishness with this kind o f positively- 
framed moral community. However, it is also important to remember that the 
community they describe is not seen as wholly theirs. As was demonstrated in 
Chapter Five, while Salam and Sebastian may construct Englishness in the way seen 
above, their f irs t comments in relation to Englishness — when asked, for example.
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what Englishness 'means' to them -  are initially linked to issues of 'race'. Likewise 
the ir first responses to questions asking whether or not they 'feel English' involved 
discussing the legitimacy o f the ir English identity in racialised terms. The 
precariousness o f these English identities thus engenders an importantly different 
sense o f belonging in relation to  the English moral community than is found among 
white people. While Salam and Sebastian construct Englishness as a positively- 
framed moral community, they are not currently able to unproblematically identify 
w ith and thus feel comprehensively part o f that community.
In the below excerpt Sam (white, thirties) provides an example of how Englishness 
can be associated w ith daily routines and the predictability o f the surrounding social 
world. Sam is discussing 'how often' he 'thinks about being English'.
Given that...my partner's from New Zealand...we've often chatted about 
whether we would move from England to, say. New Zealand...but I've said 
one of the reasons I couldn't is that...I don't want to  get on w ith living in 
another place. I want things like, just kind o f knowing what you can talk to 
strangers about, like what the tone o f debate, and things like newspapers or 
news shows and that kind o f thing.
Sam suggests that he could not move permanently away from England due to the 
difficulties he expects to find in adapting to  daily life elsewhere. In England he knows 
what he 'can talk to strangers about', he understands and is familiar w ith the 'tone 
of debate' in newspapers and on television. Sam is exemplifying what was seen in 
Chapter Five to  be a sense o f an 'imagined community' (Anderson 1983) formed by 
notions o f shared, simultaneous, national experiences, despite an absence o f face- 
to-face contact between the majority o f the community's members. His wish not to 
be separated from the English imagined community is linked by him to his perceived 
ability to operate w ith confidence and comfort in relation to this community w ith in a 
social environment that is relatively predictable for him due to his practical sense of 
how to get by within it. Sam can expect to  know what to do and how to  do it in
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England whereas he suspects that this might not be the case somewhere like New 
Zealand.
In a way that is similar to findings from recent studies by Michael Skey (2010, 2011b), 
Sam therefore draws an association between Englishness and a sense of ontological 
security. By being English in England, and thanks to others being English in England, 
Sam feels that he 'can rely on things -  people, objects, places, meanings -  remaining 
tomorrow, by and large, as they were today and the day before' (Skey 2011b, 23). 
Sam thus has a confidence 'in the continuity o f [his] self-identity and in the 
constancy of...surrounding social and material environments o f action' (Giddens 
1984 cited in Skey 2010, 716). The association between Englishness and ontological 
security is emphasised by Sam's suggestion that moving away from England to  
somewhere where the 'social and material environments o f action' would not be 
'English' would undermine his sense o f ontological security.
From a somewhat different perspective and rhetorical premise, Chris (white, sixties) 
discusses a similar scenario o f potentially leaving England and thus English society.
If somebody came to me...with a magic wand and...[said], right, you can have 
anything you like, you can go anywhere you like...with one proviso, that you 
can't come back [to England] again. I'd say 'no, you know what you can do 
w ith that.' That's how deep it is. [pause] Sorry, I get quite [pause] emotional 
about that [pause]. Difficult to describe really, Englishness... I've never had a 
passport in my life... Never wanted to see any o f it... It's almost like going to  
the theatre and everybody's bummed up something, you know, 'oh this play 
is this....is that', and they've overcooked it, and you go there and come out 
feeling like...something's missing here, and...I dare say I'd feel that about 
[other] countries.
In contrast to Sam's discussion o f relatively mundane daily concerns such as 
newspapers or the 'tone o f debate', Chris provides a more explicitly nationalist 
perspective on why he would not want to  leave England. Chris suspects tha t other
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countries, like overhyped plays at the theatre, are not worth going to see, as there is 
always something 'missing' from them in comparison to England. Therefore, Chris 
wishes to  stay in England and does not want to  even imagine visiting anywhere else. 
While Chris has a more sentimental attachment to English culture than Sam, and 
does not associate Englishness directly w ith the same kinds o f practicalities and daily 
routines, both participants share the belief that Englishness provides the ir lives w ith 
the sense o f stability and predictability that a non-English alternative would not. Sam 
and Chris, in different ways, thus associate a sense of ontological security very 
closely w ith England, and w ith a culture and way o f life they associate w ith being 
English.
Englishness is therefore constructed in ways that help many participants who 
identify as English to  construct a sense o f ontological security in relation to  rituals, 
symbols and representations and a sense o f social stability which they categorise as 
'English'. For white participants in particular, the ritual, performative construction o f 
English identities is associated w ith expectations o f a sense o f social stability and 
ontological security, something which, as w ith expectations surrounding a moral 
community and for the same reasons, is not possible to  the same extent in the 
construction of English identities for participants who are not white. As Ayan 
suggests in Chapter Five, echoing the experiences o f all who are not white and 
identify as English, she 'can never give a simple answer to  [the] question [of whether 
she feels English] because there's [always] someone who will look at you...rather 
funny'. In contrast to  white participants, therefore, the key pattern tha t these 
participants can rely on 'remaining tomorrow...as...today and the day before' (Skey 
2011b, 23) is this seemingly ritualistic line o f questioning.
However, it is also crucial to note that being secure in one's identification as English 
does not necessarily mean that one will feel a more general sense o f ontological 
security. Most participants who do not identify as English do not suggest in their 
interviews that they feel disorientated or insecure in their sense of self or w ith in 
society, and the findings presented thus far in this chapter should not suggest that a 
taken-for-granted relationship with Englishness somehow provides a greater, overall
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sense of ontological security fo r white people in England. This is particularly borne 
out in the following section, where evidence is presented suggesting that some 
white participants have far more negative associations with Englishness. For these 
participants, the expectations surrounding ideas about the English moral community 
and associations w ith ontological security are experienced as having been disrupted 
or as having broken down entirely.
8.3 Disrupted expectations of Engiishness
This section looks at the m inority o f participants for whom Englishness is associated 
w ith more negatively-framed experiences, the problematic elements o f which are 
invariably blamed on the disrupting presence and actions of the non-English 'other'. 
The following excerpts from Helen (white, twenties) and Terri's (white, thirties) 
interviews exemplify how perceived disruptions to what is expected o f Englishness 
can elicit emotions o f sadness in relation to  a sense o f absence or lack.
Helen: In my opinion English culture has...dissolved, diluted a lot. Everything's 
really mixed up [...] I kind o f feel a bit cheated that my Dad's not more Irish, 
because I kind of like...the mysticism of it all...it's a really nice history to  have, 
it's lovely. It's like the Jews, you know... [If you're Jewish] you've...always got 
something to  say, you're always crying [laughs]... English people have kind of 
forgotten that history haven't we, we don't really care.... I, being from  a big 
mixed bag o f mixed up things, which is what England is, don 't really have any 
way to kind o f say...that's my history, so I don't really identify w ith many 
things, I think there's a lack o f that now.
Terri: Scottish history is quite glamorous, and...you know, everyone wants to 
identify themselves with being Scottish in some way, there's that sort o f 
romanticism about it. We don't really feel that way about England. I wonder 
if it's just because it has this sort of hodgepodge history o f all accumulating 
too many other cultures.
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Helen and Terri suggest that the ir opportunities fo r expressing Englishness in the 
way they would like are inhibited. Helen feels 'a bit cheated', suggesting that 
because she is not Irish or Jewish she does not have access to  the more emotional, 
affective history or heritage she associates w ith these backgrounds. Terri likewise 
bemoans the 'lame', unglamorous state of Englishness in contrast to what she views 
as the more romantic character o f Scottish identities. Englishness is thus perceived 
by these participants 'as amorphous...in contrast w ith a range o f other identities' 
which are 'specifically marked "cultural"' (Frankenberg 1993, 196-197). This 
perspective can perhaps be explained partly in view of a history in which Englishness 
has been historically 'hidden' behind ideas and institutions o f Britishness and Empire 
(Kumar 2003), and/or because of the '"hidden" nature of whiteness' which can 
engender 'a sense o f culturelessness' despite -  and as a product of -  the dominant 
social location o f white people (Doane 2003, 7). Helen and Terri's romanticised view 
o f historically dominated, m inority nationalities and ethnicities therefore belies and 
obscures the dominant perspectives that white people who identify as English are 
able to  take. While they feel that they have no culture to  express, this perceived 
culturelessness instead reflects the normativity and thus perceived blandness of 
their cultural perspective.
However, rather than explaining the apparent incoherence and invisibility o f English 
culture in relation to  the 'hidden' racial and national normativity o f white 
Englishness, the weight o f explanation is shifted onto the interloping figure o f the 
migrant. Helen and Terri would like English identities that would enable them to  
express themselves in a certain, idealised way, but are left disappointed as a result o f 
what they see as the corrosive effects o f migration on English culture. In both 
excerpts it is suggested that the supposedly complicating and disorienting effects of 
migration on English society are to blame for differentiating Englishness from other, 
less 'mixed up' national or ethnic identities. It is, they suggest, due to  migration that 
England has accumulated 'too many other cultures' and thus become an incoherent, 
'hodgepodge', 'big mixed up bag o f mixed up things'.
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This kind of unsettled, problematic, more negative experience o f Englishness is found 
among further white participants such as Lizzie (white, twenties) and John (white, 
forties).
Lizzie: It kind o f feels like you can't sort o f say 'yeah I'm proud to  be English 
because then it's seen as sort o f segregating yourself w ith the rest o f what's 
around, and especially round here [on 'the bend' on Southton High Road which 
has a number o f Somali shops] it'd  be like, obviously we're not saying, putting a 
sign outside here [the pub in which Lizzie works and in which the interview is 
taking place] saying only come in here if you're English, but if we sort o f said 'St 
George's Day' [on a sign outside the pub] people might take offence.
Charlie: Right. Who do you think might take offence?
Lizzie: [pause] People that aren't happy here [laughs]? I guess, erm [pause], yeah 
I guess people that aren't happy here.
John: One of the things that I find myself getting really, really, really irritated 
about is going to a shop and the person who's serving in the shop can't speak 
English... But you go [into a rural area] and there is still a village shop...the old 
dears who have run it for twenty years and their father who ran it fo r twenty 
years before that and his father ran it for twenty years before that, and it's just 
lovely, it's just lovely... [Then] I have to...come back to multicultural Southton 
and...I'm the only white face in [my workplace]...and I get on w ith it. You quietly 
get on w ith it, do what you got to do... I just do what I can and just wave the 
banner and wave the flag as and when I can w ithout hopefully upsetting too 
many people.
Lizzie suggests that expressing pride in being English by advertising a St George's Day 
event at the pub in which she works would be unadvisable in the local area as it 
could be seen as offensive or as 'segregating' by local residents. She then suggests
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that those offended would be 'people that aren't happy here', by which she seems 
to  mean people who are unhappy about living in England. Lizzie is thus implying that 
the people who might be offended by a symbol o f Englishness are people in the area 
who she does not consider to  be English and who might be adverse to  this kind o f 
public expression o f Englishness.
John is similarly upset about not being able to  'wave the flag' due to  the apparent 
potential for causing offence. The people who John constructs as potentially 
offended by his flag-waving, like Lizzie's 'people that aren't happy here', are only 
implicitly identified. However, in discussing a 'lovely' rural England o f continuity and 
whiteness in direct comparison to 'multicultural Southton' where none o f his 
colleagues are white and where his flag-waving might be deemed offensive, the 
implication is that it is in 'multicultural Southton' that John feels frustrated that the 
expression o f his Englishness is constrained. For John, both the reflection o f his 
values as an Englishman in a moral community, and the constancy o f his social 
environment, his ontological security, is thus perceived to  be disrupted by the 
presence of the non-English 'other'. As w ith Helen and Terri, therefore, the majority, 
dominant racialised perspective held by John and Lizzie is portrayed as inhibited or 
even discriminated against in relation to  m inority ethnic perspectives; this is despite 
the fact that Southton's 'W hite British' population makes up somewhere between 
fo rty  and fifty  per cent o f the total population o f the area (Office for National 
Statistics 2001, 2011) and its police station and many o f its pubs and shops have 
clearly visible British or English national flags displayed publically at all times (so 
seemingly here going 'unnoticed' in precisely the way suggested by Billig [1995, 8]). 
For each of these participants, the desire for an Englishness that can be expressed 
positively and w ithout inhibition is nevertheless perceived to  be hampered by the 
presence o f the non-English 'other'.
In John and Lizzie's excerpts we also see another side to  the associations between 
Englishness and convivial everyday situations discussed in the first section o f this 
chapter. Like Sebastian and Jody's excerpts in which the positive value o f Englishness 
was exemplified when the former joined fellow cyclists in dodging the rain and the
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latter met a friendly dog-walker, Lizzie and John's experiences are notably localised 
to  the ir daily lives in Southton. However, while Sebastian and Jody discuss 
Englishness in relation to  a positive sense o f getting by in the day-to-day social 
world, fo r Lizzie and John it is through localised non-Englishness that the ir self- 
expression and sense o f belonging is unsettled. Just as Jody and Sebastian construct 
an Englishness reflecting a positively-framed localised moral community, Lizzie and 
John construct a problematic Englishness, issues surrounding which they feel reflect 
a problematic, divided local society.
For many participants, this localised sense o f disruption to what they expect of 
Englishness is particularly discussed in relation to  Southton's Somali population. 
Early in his interview John suggests that there is 'no Englishness' down at 'the bend' 
in the high street, an area which, as I discovered during fieldwork, is known locally to 
some as 'Somali Town' or 'Little Mogadishu'. As was demonstrated in Chapter Six, 
elsewhere in his interview John discusses the non-Englishness o f areas such as this 
affected by the 'influx of...immigrants' and how he feels this migration negatively 
affects community cohesion due to  a perceived dilution of Englishness. The pub in 
which Lizzie works is close to  'the bend', and it may be that the people Lizzie is 
discussing in the above excerpt relating to her pub are Somali and/or attendees o f a 
nearby mosque. Guy (white, forties), whose views figured prominently in Chapter 
Five and who is a regular drinker in the pub in which Lizzie works, suggested to  me 
that the local Somalis may one day 'firebomb' the pub in question. In the following 
excerpt he expands on his reasons for feeling uncomfortable around Somali people.
I am unashamed to  admit to being white, middle-class English...and a large 
part of the area that I live in has become essentially overrun... This [area] is 
[has become] Somalia, and I don't like it... I'm very concerned about the way 
that, again I have no personal experience o f this...about the way that 
the...Islamists...seek to  hijack the agenda, and impose the ir own things... This 
is my country not their country and I think it should reflect my values not 
their values.
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Guy feels that Southton today 'has become essentially overrun' by the Somali and 
Muslim 'other', a process which has unsettled the Englishness o f the area today. This 
disruption o f local Englishness involves a clear breakdown of Guy's expectation that 
the local community should be an English moral community; he is 'very concerned' 
that his country should reflect his and not 'their' values. The presence in the local 
area o f the racialised 'other' is also seen to  disrupt the association he draws between 
Englishness and ontological security, as the changing composition o f the population 
has, he feels, altered the constancy o f his social environment to the extent that an 
area that was England now 'is Somalia'. This disruption to what he expects of 
Englishness in Southton, in terms of both a moral community and ontological 
security, is thus predicated on a perceived disruption to the normativity o f white 
Englishness in the area. However, once again, Guy's frankness is revealing when he 
suggests that this disruption o f Englishness is not based on any negative personal 
experience involving Somalis or Muslims; he readily admits to  having had none. This 
lack o f experience or contact with Somalis suggests, rather, that Guy's response is a 
habitual reaction based entirely on the symbolic, physical presence of the racialised 
non-English 'other'.
This notion o f a disruption and a breaking down of what is expected o f Englishness 
was found among numerous further participants such as Nicholas (white, sixties).
I do feel that the English culture is gone. Practically everything I recognise as 
being English is disappeared... When you went on holiday abroad you fe lt 
different. You came back and it fe lt like England, it actually fe lt like England. 
Now it doesn't.... There was a lot o f old...sort o f familiar things...there was 
the money, the pounds, shilling and pence...the...weights and measures and 
things were different, and sort of, sort o f unique to here, you know. And they 
were quaint and interesting...it fe lt familiar, it fe lt English. It's peculiar to  us, 
and...therefore...it can be counted as part o f your culture [...] I th ink [the 
above changes are] partly due to...the amount o f immigration... I th ink it's 
also partly television and that sort o f thing...these...shows...that they have on 
American TV... I think...immigration has made a difference... You go down the
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bus stop and...nobody queues... [In the past] everybody had an affinity 
for...everyone else...you could sort o f feel it. But...now...because there's so 
much immigration...it's not just us the...natives.
Nicholas suggests that English culture has 'gone', tellingly describing it in the past 
tense. In England an Elegy the philosopher Roger Scruton similarly suggests that 
some of the features isolated by Nicholas such as immigration and Americanisation 
have led to a 'disruption o f an old experience o f home, and a loss o f enchantment 
which made home a place o f safety and consolation' (2000, 7-8). For Scruton, 
'Enchantment is a personalising force: it endows objects, customs and institutions 
w ith a moral character' (ibid, 13). In the above excerpt, Nicholas looks at objects, 
customs and institutions by way o f an 'enchantment', a concept which I would argue 
Scruton is using in a similar way to the notion o f ontological security discussed in this 
chapter. Like Sam in the previous section, Nicholas describes how a set of mundane 
symbols and practises -  in this case old currencies or weights and measures -  
provided him w ith a sense o f ontological security as they helped him to make sense 
o f society in a way that was predictable but also in a way that he fe lt was 'unique'. 
This uniqueness was always relative to 'abroad', but now, for Nicholas, England does 
not feel different to these 'other' places. The abroad and the 'other' has come to 
England in the form of migration and Americanisation, and this has led to a 
disruption in the 'feel' o f the place in terms of his practical sense o f the social world 
and in terms of the moral standards of society, as represented by a decline in 
queuing etiquette. Here "'non-English'' others...are mobilised' by Nicholas 'in order 
to  exemplify the breakdown of community' (Mann 2011, 122), and as a result o f this 
apparent breakdown Nicholas feels marginalised and disoriented in what had 
hitherto been, he feels, his own, secure nation.
The kinds o f disruptions to the expectations participants have o f Englishness often 
involves a very pronounced racialised backlash, as is demonstrated in the below 
excerpt from Joanne (white, forties).
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I'm proud to be English...and I want there to  be a space in which the English 
can be proud o f being English, and not only to be seen as imperialist, racist 
bastards... What I see o f England is struggling... I have got two boys...and 
they've struggled, and I see a whole generation o f children struggling. 
Struggling to find a place, struggling to find a way... I see young men who are 
struggling now w ith visions of what it means to be a man... I see men and 
young men not knowing what the ir role is or what their role models should 
be...and I see young women trying to  be everything to  everybody, and...l 
want for those people to  be proud to be English because that is a strength. To 
be proud of who you are is a strength [...] I do personally have a problem w ith 
feeling overwhelmed by not living amongst my own people. So if my street, 
fo r example, was to  suddenly to become completely Black...I might choose to 
move away from it [...] I've been on a night-bus coming home...and I've heard 
every other language in the world spoken on that bus except English, and I 
fe lt really alone... You can be on a bus these days...and you can be the only 
white person on the bus... I do think that there are...English people who feel 
disenfranchised because they're not allowed to  feel proud of themselves.
Joanne feels afraid and angry w ith regard to  what she sees as the unsettling o f a 
more stable social order. Joanne links this sense o f disruption to  notions o f 
'struggling' young people and disorientating shifts in gender relations, as a result o f 
which men and women do not know 'what the ir role is'. This absence of direction, o f 
self-esteem and pride, is crucially associated by Joanne w ith issues o f migration and 
ethnic diversity, and an absence of legitimate, English identities. Joanne describes 
how she sometimes feels uncomfortable among people who are not speaking English 
and among Black people, suggesting that she can feel 'overwhelmed' and 'alone' in 
multiethnic London. The disorientation associated w ith not living among her 'own 
people' is then associated with the disenfranchisement and silencing o f -  implicitly 
white -  English people like her who are 'not allowed to  feel proud o f themselves'.
For Joanne, therefore, the breakdown in the moral community and the loss o f 
ontological security associated with the disrupting effects o f the presence o f the
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non-English 'other' are not only expressed in relation to  a sense o f anger and 
frustration about the state o f society, as seen w ith Helen, John, Guy and others, or 
w ith a mournful, elegiac sense o f loss, as seen w ith Nicholas. Englishness, for Joanne, 
is b\so future-oriented; it should be about-actively and positively regaining a sense of 
stability and purpose. Joanne argues that an assertive pride in Englishness has the 
potential to enable a renewed sense o f security and control over one's life. A 
reasserted Englishness would help young people such as her sons 'find the ir way' 
and know 'who they should be'. For Joanne, pride in Englishness would enable the 
development of the kind o f 'strength' and self-knowledge that she feels could help to 
re-establish a sense o f purpose and identity that has been disrupted. By employing a 
racialised and nationalist understanding o f how a confident sense o f self should be 
constructed, Joanne thus attempts to  absorb and explain the complexities and 
disrupting effects o f the social world w ithin an 'intelligible and ordered framework' 
(Laclau and Mouffe 1985,130).
8.4 Conclusion
The first part o f the chapter demonstrates how, fo r the majority o f English- 
identifying participants in this study, English identities are associated w ith 
expectations relating to a positively-framed moral community in England and a sense 
o f ontological security. The participants discussed in the second section o f the 
chapter, however, suggest that these expectations have been disrupted and position 
the non-English 'other' as culpable. These findings suggest that English identities and 
the expectations associated w ith them matter to participants as part o f what Skey 
terms 'the search for terra firma' (Skey 2011b, 62), a search for a sense o f grounding 
for the self in society, both socially and temporally. However, as previous chapters 
have demonstrated, for most participants, their English identities are racialised and 
fundamentally premised on a normative whiteness. This makes it very likely that the 
expectations relating to  a moral community and ontological security they construct 
in relation to Englishness will, to some extent, be related to racialised boundaries. 
This is not to  suggest that expectations o f Englishness relating to a moral community
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and ontological security are necessarily racialised. However, it does mean that these 
expectations at least have the potential to be associated with discourses o f 'race'; 
and perhaps particularly so when they are experienced as disrupted. The evidence 
presented in this chapter does indeed clearly suggest that when the expectations 
associated w ith Englishness are disrupted, it is in relation to the racialised, non- 
English 'other' that these disruptions are interpreted and explained.
It has been demonstrated, for example, that if  English culture is experienced as if 
'hidden' and the expressive capacity o f Englishness is perceived as inhibited, then 
this can be explained for participants, somewhat perversely, through the drawing o f 
a contrast between Englishness and envied, historically dominated, m inority groups. 
Likewise, fo r participants who associate expectations related to a moral community 
and a sense o f ontological security w ith a normative whiteness, there is an inherent 
potential for these expectations to be disrupted in an ethnically diverse society, 
even, as w ith Guy, where no actual examples of disruption to the individual's life are 
evident outside of the purely symbolic sphere. Similarly and interrelatedly, when 
these expectations o f Englishness are perceived to be disrupted, then highly complex 
social processes w ith no apparent relation to  issues o f race or migration (such as 
changes in weights and measures or shifting gender relations) can be interpreted, 
and potential solutions to perceived problems advanced, in relation to racialised and 
nationalist understandings o f society. Ultimately, fo r the participants discussed in 
the previous section, the core expectation that seems to  have been unsettled, that 
seems to  have broken down for them alongside (and feeding off) the disrupted 
expectations relating to  notions o f a moral community and ontological security, is 
the expectation o f a dominant racialised perspective on society that is unmarked; 
and given the history and character o f the discourses o f race from which racialised 
subjectivities are constructed, it is unsurprising that the reactions to these feelings o f 
unsettlement can take on angry and fearful, exclusionary and paranoid forms.
However, and crucially, the pattern o f disrupted expectations analysed in this 
chapter is far from universal among white participants. For the participants 
discussed in the previous section, the ir expectations o f Englishness have been
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problematised and the ir racialised perspective on society marked, but for many 
other white participants whose English identities are constructed in equally 
exclusionary ways, such as some of those discussed earlier in the chapter, their 
expectations o f Englishness remain untroubled and the ir racialised and nationalist 
perspectives on Englishness and society at large remain, to them at least, unmarked. 
This therefore begs the question as to why some participants' expectations of 
Englishness remain untroubled and why some dominant racialised perspectives have 
been marked while others have not. The next chapter will explore this disparity in 
depth and demonstrate how such differences are very much related to intersecting 
discourses and subjectivities, particularly relating to  social class.
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Nine: Social class and the marking and unmarking of English identities
9.1 Introduction
Chapter Two's discussion o f intersectionality demonstrated that it is not possible to 
explore racialised and national identities as if they are distinct from other 
dimensions o f identity such as sexuality, gender and class. As Elizabeth Spelman 
argues,
the experience and meaning o f being sorted out along one dimension o f 
human identity is very much influenced by the experience and meaning of 
being sorted out along another dimension. This means that even if you are 
sorted out along one dimension w ith others, your experience is nevertheless 
likely to be different from those others insofar as you are sorted along 
another dimension. (1988,100)
Studies exploring whiteness have found that, despite the privileges that accrue from 
being able to identify as white in a racialised society such as that o f the UK, there is 
no uniform, even distribution o f white privilege. There are, rather, varying degrees of 
access to  the privileges o f whiteness depending on related social stratifications such 
as class and gender (e.g. Winddance Twine 1996, Hartigan 1999). The findings 
presented in this chapter will demonstrate that a particularly important relationship 
is found between related dimensions o f identity and the extent to  which white 
participants feel that the ir English identity is normative and unmarked. A clear 
association is particularly found between a dominated habitus -  a devalued sense o f 
self in classed terms -  and the disrupted expectations o f Englishness discussed in the 
previous chapter.
It w ill be demonstrated that some white participants experience a devalued sense o f 
self in classed terms, and that this encourages a more explicit drawing on o f 
nationalist and racialised discourses in order to  try  and obtain a more legitimised
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sense of social recognition and address the feelings o f social disorientation discussed 
in the previous chapter. This process thus involves the marking o f the ir racialised 
location in society as non-normative. In contrast, the dominant classed perspectives 
o f white middle-class participants helps to  enable them to continue to construct 
unmarked racialised identities, the no-less-exclusionary character o f which is further 
obscured by discourses condemning the unacceptable, racist strain o f Englishness 
ascribed to white working-class people. At the same time, the classed symbolic 
violence exercised against white working-class people by white middle-class people 
is often interpreted by the form er through racialised and nationalist discourses, a 
process which only serves to cement and further obscure the key role o f classed 
hierarchies in the devaluation o f the ir sense o f self.
The final section o f the chapter looks at the relationship between related dimensions 
o f identity and precarious English identities; at how class and gender can be 
mobilised to compensate fo r the racialised precariousness o f Englishness; or, 
alternatively, at how an empowered class position can aid in the contestation o f 
dominated racialised perspectives in a society where whiteness is the norm. The 
analysis throughout the chapter will draw on Pierre Bourdieu's (1984) concept o f the 
habitus which was discussed in section six o f Chapter Four.
9.2 The role of intra-English boundaries in the unmarking of racialised and 
nationalist identities
For many o f the middle-class participants in this study the mobilisation o f intra- 
English class distinctions plays a key role in how they discuss Englishness and society 
in England more generally. As the below excerpt in which David (white, thirties) is 
discussing the population o f different areas o f South London demonstrates, at times 
participants even seem to treat the white working- and middle-classes as separate 
ethnic categories.
223
Southton is made up o f lots and lots o f different ethnicities. There are...white 
middle-class, there are white lower-class, there are...Pakistani, Bangladeshi, 
Indian, Polish any other Eastern European country... You go into [South 
London area] it's probably a bit more African...or Afro-Caribbean... You slide 
further south into [another South London area and then] you're probably 
getting a lot more...South Asians... And if  you slide further east you're 
probably getting...a lot more white lower-class.
If he were asked directly I am sure that David would not consider the 'white lower- 
class' to  be an ethnic category in the same way as he does 'Pakistani' or 
'Bangladeshi'. Nevertheless, the way that David phrases his description o f the 
different populations o f South London areas gives the impression that he categorises 
the white middle and 'lower' classes as separate ethnic groups. White working- and 
middle-class people are thus positioned, at least rhetorically, as qualitatively 
different ethnic categories, almost as if they are 'a race apart' (Mann 2012, 487).
In the following excerpt, Guy (white, forties) is discussing whether he 'acts English' 
when overseas in a way that is similarly classed. It is useful to recall at this stage that 
Guy considers Englishness to  be a strictly white identity.
Guy: [On a holiday in Majorca, Spain] we appeared to  be surrounded 
by...people who'd never come across the idea o f washing as an idea, you 
know, and it was [a case of], you [having] to  do whatever you have to  do to  
f it  in... Saying [Guy affects upper-class English accent] 'yeah, hello, it's me 
from EC3', really wasn't going to  work so you don't do it... So I guess I'm as 
English as I can be where I can get away w ith it.
CLO: ...This was w ith English people?
Guy: Yeah.
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CLO: Are you less English, were you being less English in Majorca than you
would be [interrupted]?
Guy: No, I just think I was being less me.
Guy was not born in and has never lived in the City o f London, the area that serves as 
a hub fo r British banking and finance. However, he is employed there, and in an 
imagined conversation w ith English people in Majorca he identifies w ith being 'from 
EC3' while affecting an upper-class accent. EC3 is the postcode fo r the City o f London 
and also the name of a gentleman's club situated in the area. It is unclear precisely 
which o f these Guy is suggesting that he is 'from ', but either way he is identifying 
w ith a particular position o f classed and gendered status and privilege. Guy suggests 
that during his holiday he fe lt that this classed identity would not 'work' in 
interactions w ith the people who 'surrounded' him. While Guy does not directly 
explain why this is the case, by describing his fellow holidaymakers as unwashed and 
dirty, and by contrasting them to  his City-based, accented performance of 
Englishness, the implication is that they are o f a 'lower' class to  him. In making these 
tacit, classed distinctions Guy thus suggests an incompatibility between his habitus -  
his classed 'ways o f being' (Johnson 2008, 71) -  and the habitus o f the people he met 
in Majorca.
Guy suggests that when deviating from his preferred, classed ways o f being in order 
to  'f it  in' among these implicitly white working-class people, this is illustrative o f him 
being 'as English as [he] can be where [he] can get away w ith it'. By suggesting that 
he could not 'get away' w ith being as English as he would like during these 
interactions, Guy therefore seems to  position white working-class people as 
potentially not, or less, English than he is. However, when I begin to  probe this 
implication and bring attention to it Guy interrupts me and withdraws it. Ultimately, 
it seems that the whiteness o f white working-class people from England renders 
unworkable his construction o f them as a racialised or national 'other'. The intrinsic 
relationship between Englishness and whiteness finally makes it difficult fo r Guy to 
draw a consistent distinction between white working-class and middle-class people
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in relation to Englishness. As Skey similarly finds, while a particular, classed 'in-group' 
might clearly distinguish their own superior sense o f Englishness from that o f white 
working-class people, they are generally 'bemoaning the fact' o f working-class 
inferiority rather than denying their Englishness per se (2011, 46). Therefore in lieu 
o f a racialised or nationalist distinction, Guy, in the comment w ith which he 
interrupts me, instead emphasises his individuality; when fitting  in w ith white 
working-class people he was perhaps not being less English, but he was being less 
him. His middle-class habitus, earlier associated w ith Englishness, now demarcates 
his individuality as a '"rational"...moral individual w ith reflexivity' (Skeggs 2004, 39) 
in contrast to the mass of the unwashed who 'surrounded' him.
As the below excerpt from Andrew (white, sixties) demonstrates, this kind o f tacit 
distinction between a superior, more authentic, middle-class Englishness contrasted 
to  an ignorant working-class Englishness is often achieved by employing comparisons 
between legitimate middle-class culture and inferior or illegitimate, purportedly 
working-class, culture.
I do identify myself w ith English history because I've studied it, so...I feel at 
home w ith it... Other people w on 't have done that so they w on 't identify 
themselves w ith [that history]... It could be all knowledge-based really, how 
you identify your Englishness...because if  you're not interested in...cultural 
things or historical things...[if] you're a very sort of straightforward, basic 
type of person, then what would be English to  that person?... They may th ink 
it's an English pub [that represents Englishness] or something like that. Or 
English football... They may want to join the National Front, they might even 
want to  walk round w ith the Cross o f St George on them as a badge or 
something like that.
Andrew suggests that he identifies as English in relation to  the English history he has 
studied and with which he feels 'at home'. However, fo r those whose English 
identities are less 'knowledge-based' -  who are not as educated and knowledgeable 
as Andrew suggests he is -  and who are thus 'a very sort o f straightforward, basic
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type o f person', their Englishness is most likely to be represented by more 'basic' 
symbols and expressions. While Andrew's apparently legitimate, confident 
knowledge of history allows him to  identify w ith valued 'cultural things or historical 
things', he feels that those who do not have access to, or are not 'at home w ith ', 
these kinds o f cultural resources w ill instead express their English identities in 
relation to stereotypical white working-class symbols or pastimes such as pubs and 
football. By drawing on distinctions o f knowledge and taste, Andrew thus 
distinguishes between a positively-framed, rational Englishness constructed in 
relation to the consumption of legitimate culture on the one hand, and a negatively- 
framed Englishness constructed in relation to a devalued 'low ' culture on the other. 
As Bourdieu suggests, 'nothing more rigorously distinguishes the different classes 
than the disposition objectively demanded by the legitimate consumption of 
legitimate works' (1984, 32), and here working-class expressions o f Englishness are 
clearly marked as inferior in relation to  an 'assumed lack o f knowledge and taste' 
(Lawler 2005, 800).
The reference to  the far-right National Front suggests that Andrew is referring to 
specifically white working-class English culture, which is thus positioned as both 
drawing on more 'basic' symbols and as being potentially particularly nationalist, 
racist and exclusionary. As discussed in Chapter Seven, Andrew himself holds to  a 
particular set o f racialised views on Englishness that serve to exclude anyone whose 
family has not been resident in England fo r over a century, suggesting that Andrew's 
construction of Englishness is itself racialised and highly exclusionary. As Harügan 
finds in the American context, by displacing prejudice and racism onto the working- 
classes, white middle-class people 'project an ostensibly nonracialised (i.e., 
unmarked) social position o f authority and dominance' (2003, 96). The classed 
construction o f Englishness in the excerpt above therefore suggests that Andrew is 
constructing not merely an unmarked, normative position fo r English whiteness but, 
more specifically, an unmarked normative position fo r English middle-class 
whiteness. For Andrew, as Lawler finds in another context, 'the problems associated 
w ith "white" come to be working-class problems' (Lawler 2012, 412; original 
emphasis), with working-class whiteness positioned as 'a form of extreme-whiteness,
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or hyper-whiteness, that works as a counterpoint to '"ordinary" (and middle-class) 
whiteness' (ibid, 2).
This deployment o f classed distinctions in evaluating whose Englishness is rational or 
morally legitimate is found among numerous other white participants. In the below 
excerpt, fo r example, David (white, thirties), who constructs Englishness primarily in 
relation to  nation-state boundaries, discusses reasons why he sometimes identifies 
as British ahead of English.
Great Britain...is the [pause] the intellectual view of it...whereas, one o f the 
more damaging parts o f Englishness [in comparison to  Britishness], I think, is 
how...most o f that identity is born of...emotional reasons... It's... [mimicking 
London regional accent] 'England's fucking awesome, everyone's great, we 
ruled the world', all that sort o f stuff. It's all emotional stuff, it's an identity 
built on emotion and [it is] not intellectual... It's not built on a rational pride 
o f success... It's why...I'd pay a thousand pounds to  go to  an England rugby 
game and you couldn't pay me to go to  an England football game... [Football 
is] that sort of base level o f what it means to be English... I th ink the 
Britishness thing is the...way o f rising above it... [The British are] this 
incredibly diverse, successful, historically significant people...who have 
achieved more than an island o f our size ever should have... Part o f [being] 
English is...[being] arm in arm with...friends at Twickenham celebrating a try  
when England are playing... This is something that is quintessentially English.
David initially vacates Englishness and identifies instead w ith Britishness, a category 
he associates with 'the intellectual' view o f nationality in comparison to  the 
'irrational' and 'emotional' (barely) implicitly working-class Englishness indicated by 
a mimicked regional accent. David, like Guy, therefore constructs himself as a 
rational individual, in contrast to white working-class people who are subject to  the 
'prim itive impulse' (Skeggs 2004, 39) o f 'emotional' English identities. These findings 
have clear echoes with Mann's participants, who exemplify a 'disengagement' w ith 
English identities which they associate w ith classed representations o f hooliganism
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and 'ruffians' (Mann 2012, 492-3) in favour o f more respectable British identities 
(though it is important to note that David does still identify as English, as can be seen 
towards the end o f the excerpt).
As w ith Andrew and Guy, the centrality o f classed inequalities in David's discussion is 
obscured behind a discussion o f legitimate culture and legitimate knowledge (David's 
'intellectual' or 'rational' perspective), in David's case particularly through references 
to  different spectator sports. For David, there is a difference between supporting the 
England football team, which represents 'emotional s tu ff and 'the base level o f what 
it means to be English', and supporting the England rugby team, as he does, which is 
a legitimate (presumably more 'rational') expression o f national identity. However, 
while fo r David this judgement seems purely related to individual and 'rational' 
matters o f superior or inferior taste, his preparedness to spend one-thousand 
pounds on a ticket for an England rugby match suggests that the distinction he draws 
between the sports is fundamentally tied to  economic inequalities and the classed 
cultural history of the two games. In the construction o f a legitimate national identity 
David thus 'dislocates [class] from the economic and firm ly locates it w ith in the 
moral' in relation to  differentially valued and ultimately classed cultural practises 
(Skeggs 2004, 40).
As w ith Andrew, some of the most important work achieved in this construction o f a 
superior, rational, middle-class Englishness involves the displacing or projection o f 
the exclusionary aspects o f nationalism onto working-class people. David takes a 
similar perspective to Andrew's association between 'basic' Englishness and far-right 
politics when he mimics, and in the process ridicules and derides, someone who is 
implicitly working-class for the ir jingoism and parochial ignorance: 'England's fucking 
awesome, everyone's great, we ruled the world'. However, shortly afterwards David 
identifies himself w ith a remarkably similar nationalist perspective in which the 
British are declared an 'incredibly diverse, successful, historically significant 
people...who have achieved more than an island o f our size ever should have'. 
Ultimately there is little  difference in the content o f the statement w ith which David 
identifies and the earlier statement he made in a classed, regional accent which he
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ridiculed and condemned; these national 'successes' are elsewhere in his interviews 
linked to  the 'achievements' o f imperialism. Although David's construction of 
Britishness not insignificantly refers to the diversity o f Britain as one o f the strengths 
o f Britishness, as Chapters Six and Seven analyse in detail, for most participants the 
principle o f celebrating diversity ultimately remains contained w ithin particular, 
essentialist boundaries (in David's case predominantly nation-state boundaries). 
Therefore David's 'rational' way o f 'rising above' unreasonable and emotional, 
triumphalist Englishness might ultimately be seen as no more 'rational' and no less 
triumphalist in its nationalist content.
David, Andrew and others thus ascribe the responsibility fo r the irrational and 
exclusionary aspects o f national identities to  working-class people while constructing 
the ir own perspectives as rational, inclusive and even de-essentialised. As Billig and 
colleagues suggest, every 'reasonable discourse o f prejudice needs its unreasonably 
prejudiced Other' (Billig et al 1988, 115) and for many white middle-class 
participants the responsibility fo r unreason and prejudice falls squarely on white 
working-class people. These representations do not, however, as the findings in 
Chapters Five-through-Eight demonstrate, reflect the views o f many participants, 
regardless o f class, in practise. English identities constructed as, in principle, rational, 
voluntarist and tolerant are in this way legitimised not only through the obscuring 
and unmarking o f racialised and nationalist discourses behind anti-racist or 
multicultural discourses and principles, they are also obscured behind /ntro-national 
or mtm-racial classed distinctions by which white working-class people are 
constructed as an internal 'other'. The construction o f English identities can thus 
engender the construction o f 'forms of middle-class whiteness, knowingly and self­
consciously constructed as at a distance from a problematic [working-class] 
whiteness' (Lawler 2012, 421). The racialised subjectivities and authorised classed 
habitus o f white middle-class people help to enable them to legitimise a process by 
which they distinguish themselves as dominant in relation both to  a non-English 
'other' and to a classed, internal English 'other'. Their self-construction as 
normative/dominant within intersecting racialised and classed discourses thus helps
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them to  maintain an 'unmarked status...and facilitate [a] claim to  power and 
privilege' (Hartigan 2003,103) in both racialised and classed terms.
9.3 The role of intra-English boundaries in the marking of whiteness
Just as middle-class participants such as Andrew and David construct a secure sense 
o f Englishness in relation to a confident, classed sense o f self, participants who feel 
that the ir classed (and other, related) perspectives are dominoted, construct English 
identities that are experienced in ways that are problematic and insecure. However, 
as will be demonstrated, due to the centrality o f racialised discourses fo r the 
construction o f Englishness, these experiences are generally understood, interpreted 
and explained in relation to discourses o f 'race' and nation rather than in relation to  
class.
As discussed in Chapter Eight, John (white, forties) considers his opportunities for 
expressing Englishness to have been disrupted in 'multicultural Southton' where he 
is the only 'white face' in his workplace and where feels unable to  'wave the flag'. 
The following excerpt suggests that John's feelings o f insecurity are significantly 
related to feelings o f classed, gendered and generational devaluation.
It does come back to, for me, a lot o f this thing about 'oh you can't wave that 
flag because you're English and you're middle-class and you shouldn't do 
that'...and we have to apologise for it all and so on. Why? [...] Rock music 
[represents Englishness to me]... [A journalist in a magazine] was 
pontificating about what [would have] happened [to culture in England] if  the 
Windrush hadn't have come. And he was saying about...white middle-aged 
men w ith the ir pompous overblown self-important ponderous rock music... 
This [journalist is] a white guy. It's almost like a self-abasement...but [English 
rock music is] certainly part o f my culture...and a lot o f men my age...children 
of the [19]70s and [19]80s...hang onto their rock music.
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John suggests that the inhibition he feels in 'waving the flag' is related to his 
Englishness but also to his being middle-class. In his discussion o f 'rock music', John 
then relates this notion o f cultural constraint not only to  his Englishness and middle­
classness but also directly to  his whiteness, his gender and to  his being 'middle- 
aged'. John suggests that he could potentially express his racialised, nationalist, 
gendered and generational cultural identity through English rock music, and as such 
a critique o f this musical genre in a magazine is construed as an attack on his sense 
o f self -  on his culture -  as a white man o f his age. John seems to be concerned that 
the cultural capital he has accumulated in relation to  the genre has become 
devalued, a process o f devaluation which seems to reflect a wider sense o f insecurity 
about the value o f his cultural identity in today's Britain.
Crucially, this experience o f a devalued, anachronistic habitus is interpreted by John 
through a racialised lens. This is initially seen in John's reference to  the article he 
read about the Windrush, which can be seen here as a metonym for post-colonial 
migration. John implies that the cultural impact o f post-colonial culture in England 
(about which someone can 'pontificate') has had an interloping effect on (implicitly 
white) English music and culture. However, in this excerpt it is not only post-colonial 
migrants and the racialised 'other' who are held implicitly responsible fo r this 
perceived shift in what is considered to  be legitimate culture in England; it is also 
white people, such as the journalist he refers to, who John suggests is involved in 
something akin to  a 'self-abasement' and thus a form of racial betrayal. Here, the 
authentic Englishness, o f which it is implied John feels he is representative, is being 
betrayed by the white English themselves.
John's sense o f insecurity in relation to Englishness is therefore understood not only 
in relation to  the disrupting influence of the racialised, non-white 'o ther' as 
discussed in Chapter Eight, but also, w ithin this same racialised framework, in 
relation to  an internal, white 'other'. Crucially, however, this less authentic, 'self- 
abasing' white English person is constructed as holding a relatively powerful, 
dominant cultural position. Therefore, in contrast to Andrew and David in the 
previous section who construct a 'lower' class intra-English 'o ther' in relation to
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whom they feel dominant, John sees himself as situated in a relatively 
disempowered position in relation to  the internal English 'other' he constructs. John 
does not feel that his habitus and cultural judgment is dominant and he thus does 
not feel authorised to  make his views 'count' in the same way as do participants such 
as Guy, Andrew and David (Lawler 2004, 113). This insecure, dominated perspective, 
which may be particularly related to  a dominated generational perspective, is, 
however, interpreted primarily by John in relation to issues o f 'race', a process which 
contributes to an increased feeling that his racialised location w ithin society is 
marked. John's expectation o f a normative, privileged racialised perspective on 
society is thus unsettled in relation to  a racialised interpretation of his devalued 
sense o f self in a mixture o f classed, generational and gendered terms.
A similar pattern is found with Joanne (white, forties). In the early part o f her 
interview Joanne describes her working-class upbringing in Southton. Joanne 
identifies to  this day as 'a South London slapper' and 'a fat bird', a reference to  her 
style o f dress and physical appearance during her youth. She describes how on her 
first day at college she wore 'white high heels...a floral skirt and a pink t-shirt and 
long hair and blue eye shadow', and recounts how over the subsequent years in 
which she invested in higher education and begin a professional career, her 
gendered and classed appearance changed. Today Joanne is no longer overweight, 
does not dress in the way previously described, and no longer has the regional 
London accent she once had (it could be described as 'received pronunciation'). 
Joanne still identifies as working-class, though she suggests that her husband and 
son disagree with this identification and describe her as middle-class; her son in 
particular apparently teases her by describing her as 'so middle-class'. In various 
ways, therefore, Joanne has invested in, accumulated and embodied legitimate 
classed and gendered ideals of'respectable' middle-class fem inin ity (Skeggs 1997).
However, Joanne's continued identifications as working-class, and as a 'slapper' and 
'fat bird', suggest that the identities o f her youth are 'embedded in [her] history and 
so cannot be so easily "escaped"' (Lawler 1999, 3). Joanne is not entirely 
comfortable inhabiting the classed and gendered representations that others,
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including her family, ascribe to her, reflecting the crucial importance o f inherited 
cultural capital in the formation o f the habitus (Bourdieu 1984). While Joanne has 
spent accumulated economic and cultural capital over the last few years, the 
durability o f her early socialisation in structuring and organising her perceptions and 
beliefs seemingly makes it difficult for her to  match the middle-class, respectable 
representation o f her self held by others w ith the feeling within herself that this 
representation is authentic. This context o f classed displacement is crucial for 
understanding the following excerpt in which Joanne discusses some insecurities in 
relation to her English identity.
A lot o f [my colleagues] could be considered to  be middle-class and upper 
middle-class girls...with nice backgrounds, but a lot o f them...forget about 
equality and they just th ink PC [politically correct]... I got berated by some of 
my colleagues for wanting to  go...and watch an England football match 
[during the 2010 World Cup]... I got quite cross about that. And I watched the 
people in my office...telling me, 'why do you want to be English? It's a bad 
thing to  be, don't, don't, don 't be English... The fact that you want to  be 
English is just belittling', and [I was] watching the English being frightened of 
being English [...] My boss at work comes from Northern Ireland, she nearly 
bust a gut when she saw me embroidering a St George's Cross... In fact she 
walked past my desk and put her hand down on it, and went 'bloody hand', 
[suggesting a]...kind of...vision o f a bloody handprint on this flag'... In the 
same way that...it's acceptable to discriminate against fat people because fat 
people clearly don't know how to  look after themselves, they don 't know 
how to  control themselves...so there's this connotation o f them being dirty or 
unattractive or any o f those other things...so you are allowed to  discriminate 
against that group of people because they're not quite okay...and you're 
allowed to  discriminate against the English because we're not worth 
[anything].
As was demonstrated in the previous chapter, Joanne sees Englishness as a very 
important part o f her life and an important identity category in relation to  which a
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sense o f orientation w ithin society might be regained. Therefore, when Joanne's 
middle- and upper-class colleagues 'w ith nice backgrounds' criticise her expressions 
o f Englishness she feels that they are criticising something that is very important to 
her. Joanne feels that her colleagues devalue English identity in the same way as 
they might devalue someone who is overweight, 'd irty and unattractive'. In making 
this analogy, the devaluation o f Englishness by her colleagues is directly linked by 
Joanne to  the similarly devalued classed and gendered past w ith which she still 
identifies. In relation to her middle-class colleagues, Joanne thus experiences 
symbolic violence, a feeling o f 'falling short' in terms 'o f the right way o f being and 
doing' (Bourdieu 1984 cited in Skeggs 1997, 90). Like John, this reflects the lack of 
power and cultural legitimacy Joanne feels in contrast to  her middle-class colleagues 
who 'by virtue o f their habitus, are able to pass judgement, implicitly or explicitly, on 
others and make it count' (Lawler 2004, 113). Furthermore, and again in a similar 
way to John, this sense o f personal devaluation might be seen to  contribute in crucial 
ways to the feelings of disorientation and insecurity, the disrupted expectations, 
analysed in the previous chapter that Joanne blames on the presence o f the 
racialised 'other'.
Joanne's interpretation o f this episode does not entirely bypass issues o f class. The 
early reference made by Joanne to the class o f her colleagues suggests that she 
draws a direct association between the ir classed perspectives and the process by 
which her cultural expression is being judged and condemned. Flowever, as the 
excerpt progresses, her anxieties and insecurities are ultimately interpreted and 
understood in relation to racialised, nationalist discourses. Her colleagues are white 
and therefore, for Joanne (presumably w ith the exception o f her colleague from 
Northern Ireland) they are English. Their criticism o f her expressive Englishness and 
the ir failure to  sympathise is thus portrayed as what John would term  a kind o f 'self- 
abasement', or racial betrayal, o f an authentic Englishness o f which they are 
'frightened' due to the pressures o f being 'PC. In this way, the feeling o f 
worthlessness which Joanne describes at the end o f her excerpt is not finally 
understood by her in relation to the classed symbolic violence that seems to
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underpin her feelings o f inadequacy and insecurity but instead primarily in relation 
to  discourses o f nation and race.
This process by which intra-white classed symbolic violence is enabled in relation to 
Englishness is found among further white participants such as Helen (white, 
twenties). Helen describes herself as middle-class due to  her status as a graduate 
and professional, though like Joanne she comes from what she describes as a 
working-class background which involved significant economic hardships when she 
was younger. Helen puts forward a confident, self-possessive sense o f herself, but as 
her interview progresses some classed and gendered discourses o f insecurity came 
to the fore. In the below excerpt, Helen discusses what she sees as the real, 
authentic Englishness.
I mean there's certain pockets o f England [such as where Helen's ex­
boyfriend's family lives]...and it's still like [the rural-based sitcom] Vicar o f 
D/b/ey...and they still did like fox [hunting] meetings and all that sort o f stuff 
and you're just like this is just beyond my, this is so English [...] [My ex­
boyfriend's] father who, you know, one family member was a slave 
trader...[he] has a lot o f heritage through...the aristocracy [...] [Helen's ex­
boyfriend said] 'you [Helen] haven't really got anything' [in terms o f an ethnic 
heritage in comparison to him]. I'm like 'yeah I know' [laughs] [...] He's like 
'I'm  English', he's proud o f the fact that he's English...he says that he's 
'pedigree'...that's his exact words, he's 'a pedigree English person'. [...] The 
history o f England is M r Darcy and...Pride and Prejudice...that's what people 
are fed from day one...and they call it 'Olde England', and there isn't 
any...real pride in any other part o f England... How do we identify w ith that if 
that's not what we are? Where do I come from? I come from a council estate 
in [South Eastern town]... I don 't know... I don't identify...[w ith] where I am 
[from]. When I go back there I find it suffocating and...so scummy... The 
people I used to know are just awful people...a lot o f them are either drug 
dealers or...I know a few people that have been to prison, most o f my friends 
either joined the army or...have all had babies and are living in a council flat.
236
As Tyler notes, there are clear parallels in the construction of racialised and classed 
distinctions, as 'social class, like ethnicity, is constituted by ideas o f origins, ancestry 
and geographical belonging' (Tyler 2012, 21). Helen constructs a classed, authentic 
Englishness in relation to an elitist, aristocratic, semi-mythical, rural notion o f an 
'Olde England'. This authentic Englishness is represented in fiction such as Jane 
Austen novels or The Vicar o f Dibley, and by her ex-boyfriend's family, whose rural 
situation and English 'pedigree' (a term that can be associated w ith both class and 
race) incite anxieties and insecurities about her social status. While, fo r her ex­
boyfriend, the family's classed status is seen by Helen to allow him to  identify 
authentically as English, she feels that her working-class background prevents her 
from doing so. Helen expresses a sense o f shame in relation to the town in which she 
grew up and the 'scummy' lives being led there by people she knows. In relation to 
this, Helen suggests that the elitist Englishness she portrays is 'beyond' her status, 
because 'how do we identify w ith that if that's not what we are?' As such, her 
English identity is perceived to  represent a lacking, inauthentic Englishness. This is in 
clear contrast to John and Joanne who see other white and English people and not 
themselves as representing the inauthentic white Englishness. However, there are 
clear parallels w ith Joanne's earlier excerpt in Helen's suggestion that her 
perspective, as a woman from a working-class background, has been devalued 
through the exercising o f classed symbolic violence in relation to  the habitus o f 
middle- and upper-class people she has encountered.
These findings provoke questions as to  why identities constructed in relation to  such 
experiences o f classed symbolic violence are not rejected by participants like Joanne 
and Helen, and why it is, as discussed in Chapter Seven, that they continue to  be 
constructed despite so many ambivalences, ambiguities and contradictions. The 
following excerpt from Helen, following immediately in the interview from  the 
previous excerpt, suggests an answer to  this question.
I don't identify w ith that [kind of Englishness], that's not who I am... I don 't
identify with elite England...but I still think it's fabulous you know, some
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exposure to it. I do think it's part o f our heritage, so...as much as I love it, I 
hate it, it's a bit like Marmite... Where do I sit? You know. I'm not really quite 
sure. I just plod along in life. Which is probably why I think...people o f my sort 
o f stance kind o f plod along and go 'I'm not really sure what I'm meant to be 
doing really'.
Helen again reflects on her dominated position in relation to Englishness, stating that 
she does not, or cannot, identify w ith the elite Englishness she has just described. 
However, despite her dominated, classed perspective, she is glad to have some 
'exposure' to elite Englishness, which remains 'fabulous' and 'part of [her] heritage'. 
Helen describes these contradictory feelings o f exclusion and inclusion as similar to 
Marmite, a reference to an advertising campaign in which the tag line suggests that 
people either 'love or hate' Marmite, though Helen seems to have misremembered 
it as suggesting that people can both love and hate it. Helen hates Englishness as she 
does not know where she 'sits' w ith it and is not sure what she and other people of 
her 'sort o f stance' are 'meant to  be doing', a sense o f disorientation and 
displacement which is perhaps here implicitly contrasted to the purportedly secure, 
authentic, upper-class Englishness o f her ex-boyfriend and his family. However, she 
also loves Englishness, because she feels able, as a white person, to  identify w ith it 
despite her feelings of ambiguity. Even if upper-class people suggest that she is less 
English or English in a qualitatively inferior way, and even if she agrees w ith this 
perspective, Helen's acceptance as white renders it difficult if not impossible for 
recognition as English to be finally withheld.
Ultimately, therefore, Helen's racialised subjectivity helps to enable her to 
performatively construct an English identity as if it is an 'in terior essence' (Butler 
1990/1999, xv) regardless o f what others say. In a way that parallels Guy's racialised 
perspective discussed in section two of this chapter in which it was demonstrated 
that he found it impossible to finally, entirely differentiate himself nationally or 
racially from white working-class people in England, Helen, despite everything, finds 
a sense of security in her racialised inclusion w ithin the identity category 'English'. 
From a Bourdieuan perspective, Helen feels that she does not have the cultural
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capital required to invest effectively in the field o f Englishness in the way that she 
would like. However, this is nevertheless a field in which she can at least take it for 
granted that she is fully entitled to  play the game, albeit to a limited extent and at 
the risk o f classed symbolic violence. Therefore even though her Englishness may be 
non-normative and marked, it at least provides a recognised social identity on which 
Helen can draw.
This suggests that fo r some white people whose sense of self is devalued, as there 
are few other socially recognised discourses or identity categories from which to 
draw, Englishness can provide a problematic but nonetheless available opportunity 
for identification, recognition and self-validation. Anthias and Yuval-Davis suggest 
that a decline in class politics and a parallel rise in a competitive, multiculturalist 
politics o f recognition in the UK since the 1980s has made it difficult to  critique 
'structural disadvantages...that [do] not fall under the rubric o f equal opportunities' 
(1992, 173). Mariam Fraser similarly argues that 'the privileging o f representations, 
as the domain where political battles are to  be waged' means that fo r those who are 
dominated w ithin society, and whose perspectives are devalued or ignored entirely 
w ithin contemporary, mainstream social discourses, such as white working-class 
women, there are few opportunities to obtain social recognition in a way that is 
considered legitimate (Fraser 1999, 118; original emphasis). While classed 
differences and discussions o f classed inequalities are heavily drawn on in 
discussions of Englishness by white participants, they are generally understood and 
explained in relation to nationalist and racialised discourses and 'others', or in 
relation to purportedly individualist discussions about knowledge and taste. In the 
absence of an alternative, authorised and legitimate language fo r explaining and 
mobilising against experiences (or perceptions) o f classed, gendered and 
generational inequalities, discourses o f race and nation can provide white 
participants who experience a devalued sense o f self with an authorised, socially 
legitimate and recognised identity.
As was demonstrated in the previous chapter, these participants expect the 
construction o f these racialised identities to aid them in understanding and
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interpreting feelings o f social disorientation, displacement and devaluation. 
However, the findings in this and the previous chapter suggest that these feelings 
would often be better interpreted through precisely the kinds o f classed, gendered 
or generational analyses that are obscured by the deployment o f racialised 
frameworks in this way. Furthermore, by inhabiting such explicitly racialised 
perspectives this contributes to  the marking o f these participants' whiteness from 
their own perspectives, and from the perspectives o f white middle-class people who, 
from their unmarked perspectives, can then wrongly portray white people 
dominated in classed terms as the exemplars o f white racism.
9.4 Intersections of class and precarious English identities
Although Helen and other white participants' English identities are routinely 
constructed as problematic and disrupted, at no point do they suggest that they feel 
fully excluded from Englishness. The same is not true fo r participants who are not 
white, for whom discourses o f class are mobilised in relation to  Englishness and a 
marked, racialised status in somewhat similar yet also very different ways. Jacqui is 
in her thirties, identifies as Mixed-race and as working-class. As was discussed in 
Chapter Five, Jacqui identifies as English in relation to her white heritage and in 
distinction to Black people, against whom she holds several racialised prejudices. 
However, Jacqui also suggests, w ith regret, that she does not feel 'a hundred 
percent' English due to  her skin colour. In the below excerpt Jacqui discusses her 
own experiences and those o f her ten year old daughter, who she also categorises as 
Mixed-race.
CLO: How often do you think about being English?
Jacqui: When I was young, and I got the racism, because my daughter gets 
this now. She said to  me the other day, 'Mummy I want to  be white, I can't 
stand being this colour', because she gets flack...from Black girls because of 
the way she speaks... I always said to her always speak the Queen's English
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because when you get a job it's going to sound really bad if you talk like them 
sisters [i.e. Black women] on the street [laughing]... It's better to  talk that 
way...instead o f [being a] nobody kind o f thing. But I did used to want to be 
white but I accept my colour now because I know that people go on holiday 
and try  and be this colour so [laughing].
Jacqui seems to understand my question to mean, 'how often do you th ink about 
potentially being/having been born white?' Jacqui suggests that at different stages of 
the ir lives both she and her daughter have wanted to be white so as to  be racially 
unmarked, but neither has been able to  effectively distance themselves from a 
marked racialised status. Jacqui negotiates and resists this experience o f a devalued 
racialised perspective through the deployment of interweaving racialised, gendered 
and classed strategies for constructing the self, both in relation to  herself and her 
daughter. Jacqui particularly constructs her and her daughter's identities in contrast 
to a Black 'other' and, in this and other passages o f the interview, particularly in 
relation to Black women (the 'sisters on the street'). In relation to herself, Jacqui 
discusses how she is now able to  'accept [her] colour' due to the aesthetic ideal o f a 
tan which she suggests her skin tone approximates, thus valorising her racialised 
view of her appearance directly in relation to white feminine ideals; although Jacqui 
cannot identify as white, she can at least approximate a gendered white ideal.
In relation to her daughter, Jacqui suggests that she can similarly compensate fo r her 
dominated racialised status by investing in education and by cultivating middle-class 
dispositions, specifically by speaking 'the Queen's English'. By this approach, Jacqui 
hopes that her daughter will be able to  distance herself from the devalued position 
o f Black women by obtaining a job and thus avoid being a 'nobody'. Suki Ali 
describes how some parents o f Mixed-race children 'place a high premium on 
educational achievement as a way o f their children earning social acceptability and 
an unspoken classed mobility' (2003, 176). This is 'seen as strategically necessary for 
them in a racist society' as class 'seems to  act as a kind of "buffer" against racism' 
(ibid, 174). By this strategy o f accumulating cultural capital through education the 
plan is for Jacqui's daughter to attain an upwardly mobile trajectory and undercut
241
some of the negative effects o f her skin colour. Therefore, for Jacqui, the ideal 
racialised, classed and gendered social position that she would like her and her 
daughter to  attain is fundamentally related to the ideals represented by a 
respectable, normative whiteness. However, in the current racialised conditions of 
society in England these ideals may remain an unobtainable goal as, ultimately, the 
recognition Jacqui negotiates in relation to Englishness relates to  a racialised 
perspective that is likely to remain unreachable for her and her daughter due to the 
colour o f the ir skin. In a manner similar to  Joanne and Helen in the ir discussions o f 
Englishness, Jacqui draws on racialised and nationalist discourses in an attem pt to 
contest experiences o f devaluation and gain social legitimacy and recognition. For 
Jacqui, however, the experience o f domination is resisted in ways that are reliant 
upon a continued marking o f her and her daughter as different in racialised terms. 
Helen, Joanne and John's racialised subjectivities at least help them to feel secure 
that they can and will be recognised as English, but Jacqui can draw on no such sense 
o f security. Therefore, while the previous sections have demonstrated tha t intra- 
English boundaries can play a key role in the construction o f English identities, it is 
also crucial to  remember these identities' fundamentally racialised, white 
underpinnings.
At the same time, it is also important to  analyse the potential importance o f class in 
helping to enable opportunities for resistance to racism. Rashid (Anglo-Indian, 
thirties) has been demonstrated in previous chapters to  construct a reflexive, anti­
racist English identity premised on the precariousness o f his non-white Englishness. 
Rashid's parents are practising solicitors, as is Rashid, and Rashid spent an extensive 
period o f time in higher education prior to employment. In his interviews, Rashid 
emphasises the amount o f time he has had to  reflect on his identity during his years 
in education and time spent overseas, particularly w ith his parents when they 
worked in India when he as a child, and later on independently on a working holiday 
in Australia where, as discussed in Chapter Five, he was described as English fo r the 
first time. In the below excerpt Rashid discusses his negotiation o f ethnic identities in 
a way that suggests a confidence in his cultural identity that can starkly be 
contrasted to  the above excerpts from participants such as John and Joanne.
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I believe I am far more English than...I am o f the other aspects of me, but 
w ithin that culturally I'm also slightly American, slightly Japanese...you know,
I happen to  have a great love o f Japanese food, martial arts, Japanese anime, 
Waikiki...cartoons, comics... I love Italian food...I listen to, you know, various 
types of music from around the world, ranging from Cantonese pop through 
to North African rai through to  French rap... I happen to  like...Latin American 
jazz...so there are all sorts o f these cultural indicators, which I'm sort of, are 
certainly part of my cultural makeup
Rashid here demonstrates the kind o f cultural omnivouresness characteristic of 
contemporary, urban middle-class youth, by which a multitude o f different ethnic 
cultures are consumed and identified w ith (Skeggs 2004, 144). W ithin the context o f 
the discussion on Englishness, Rashid is rhetorically positioning this style o f cultural 
consumption in a way that contrasts it to  the culturally limited, normatively white 
Englishness he opposes. The above excerpt is thus related to  the reflexive critique o f 
essentialised English identities analysed in Chapter Seven. However, it is probably 
not quite true to  suggest, as Rashid does, that he happens to  like Japanese food, 
French rap, Latin American jazz, and so on, as this emphasis on chance encounters 
w ith these cultural forms belies his classed background. I would argue that Rashid's 
middle-class upbringing and his cultivation o f a middle-class habitus is reflected in a 
sense o f confidence and authorisation that has helped him to  gain access to  and 
negotiate this varied cultural consumption. Therefore, although Rashid's non­
whiteness renders his Englishness precarious, and though he has been, and 
continues to  be, the subject o f white racism, his middle-class habitus contributes to 
his confident contesting o f hegemonic norms and the negotiating o f his English 
identity. Echoing Sara Ahmed's account o f an incident from her youth in which she 
challenged the white racism of a policeman, Rashid has come 'to  recognise the 
politics of racism as a form o f social violence', and feels able to contest this, in part 
thanks to  the 'access to power and knowledge determined by [his] middle-class 
upbringing' (1997,155). This classed perspective can be clearly contrasted to  the less 
confident perspectives of John, Joanne and Helen discussed in the previous section;
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and it can perhaps be particularly contrasted to Jacqui, whose dominated habitus, 
whose relative lack o f empowerment and confidence, helps to explain her drawing 
on o f white Englishness as a compensatory strategy in relation to the stigma she 
feels in not being white.
This is not to suggest, however, that this kind o f reflexive contestation o f white 
Englishness exemplified by Rashid is necessarily related to a long-term socialisation 
into a middle-class habitus. Ay an was also discussed in Chapter Five in relation to  a 
similarly reflexive English identity which could again be linked to  time spent in higher 
education, the cultivation o f critical thinking and an anti-racism partly borne o f a 
confident sense o f empowerment. Unlike Rashid, however. Ay an is not from a 
middle-class background and does not have the same level o f 'inherited' cultural 
capital. Ay an migrated from Somalia w ith her parents and family when she was very 
young and has lived in Holland and then London fo r over twenty years. She identifies 
as working-class, as Black and as a migrant. She also identifies as a feminist and has 
studied sociology in order to pursue this interest, and at the time of w riting was 
looking for funding options to  continue her studies. Like Rashid, Ay an has cultivated 
and invested in education and thus obtained the resources and confidence w ith 
which she can contest and critique dominant norms. Unlike Rashid, however, this 
sense o f confidence is not achieved in relation to  a middle-class upbringing. It is 
therefore important to be aware o f and to critique the privileged perspectives that 
may come w ith a classed background that can help to enable reflexivity and the 
contestation o f whiteness, but it is equally crucial not to position this kind o f 
reflexivity as if it were only possible as a by-product o f classed privilege.
9.5 Conclusion
Participants such as Andrew and David appear to have a confident, secure sense o f 
self in relation to the legitimacy and authorisation they derive from the ir middle- 
class habitus. This confidence is reflected in a secure sense o f Englishness which they 
only associate w ith exclusionary racialised and nationalist formulations when it is
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expressed by white working-class people, in contrast to the ir own, only tacitly 
racialised and nationalist constructions o f Englishness. This suggests that white 
middle-class people are better able to obscure and unmark the ir racialised privilege 
and the exclusionary character o f their views thanks to the ir ability to  construct 
intra-racial and intra-national classed distinctions.
As Garner suggests, 'The economic and psychological wages o f whiteness may be 
more meagre (and thus more precious) the lower down the social hierarchy the 
white subject is located' (2006, 262). The previous chapter demonstrated that ideas 
about Englishness can provide blueprints fo r understanding and orienting oneself in 
the social world, and this chapter has demonstrated that, for those white 
participants who have a less confident sense o f self, while discussion o f the identity 
category English might engender feelings o f domination and inferiority, the identity 
nevertheless provides a relatively secure and socially legitimate identity. The 
racialised subjectivities o f white people such as John, Helen and Joanne, help to  
enable them to feel authorised in the construction o f legitimate, recognised English 
identities, albeit in a way that is reliant on the exclusion of the racialised 'other' and 
which ultimately seems highly unsatisfactory for the ir sense o f self-esteem and 
ontological security. By identifying as English, these participants find what Butler 
terms a 'desire to survive, "to be'" -  a means for agency and control in relation to 
self-creation -  but they also find that this is 'a pervasively exploitable desire' (1997b, 
7). This element o f exploitation is clearly seen in relation to  Helen's acceptance o f 
what she constructions as an inferior, inauthentic Englishness in contrast to  the 
racialised and classed authenticity o f the Englishness she ascribes to  her ex­
boyfriend's family. It is also seen in Jacqui's simultaneous identification 
with/exclusion from discourses of white privilege. Furthermore, a relatively explicit 
reliance on discourses o f whiteness and anti-migrant discourse (as seen w ith John 
and Joanne in particular) in these participants' constructions o f Englishness means 
that their racialised perspectives become increasingly marked. They are therefore 
vulnerable to being positioned as the exemplars o f racist Englishness by middle-class 
white participants such as Andrew and David whose own construction o f racialised 
and essentialist frameworks is seen as more respectable and normative, when in
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reality it is merely more implicit and thus, to them at least, unmarked. Joanne, 
Helen, Jacqui and other participants who inhabit a dominant habitus, and whose 
sense o f self is devalued therefore construct Englishness in ways that reproduce both 
the structures o f racialised domination over the non-English 'other' and the classed 
social structures that contribute so much to the ir own experiences o f domination, 
devaluation and social disorientation.
' It may be that her colleague was making a comment from a particular Irish nationalist perspective in 
which the St George's Cross is linked to symbols of Northern Irish Unionism (the 'red hand' of Ulster).
246
Ten: Conclusion
10.1 The enduring racialisation of Englishness
The findings from this thesis suggest that the identity category 'English' is 
fundamentally constructed in relation to  essentialist and exclusionary discourses of 
'race' and nation. For all o f the people I interviewed who do not identify as white, 
Englishness is, in one way or another, inextricably associated w ith whiteness. Most 
o f these participants describe how they feel entirely excluded from Englishness, even 
if  they identify, as many o f those who were brought up in England do, w ith what 
they consider to be English culture. The small number o f these participants who do 
identify as English only feel able to do so precariously in relation to an association 
between Englishness and a normative whiteness. White participants are thus the 
only participants I interviewed who feel able to take their identification as English for 
granted. This is because the ir racialised subjectivities and the ir recognition w ithin 
society as white help to  enable the performative construction o f English identities as 
if  they are an 'in terior essence' (Butler 1990/1999, xv), a taken-for-granted part o f 
the self. Even white participants who do not identify as English argue that they could 
identify as English in this way if they wanted to, and that they, or if not them then 
the ir children, may do so in the future.
Despite this clear racialised distinction between taken-for-granted white English 
identities on the one hand and precarious non-white English identities on the other, 
most white participants suggest that anyone can or should, from the ir perspective, 
be able to identify as English regardless o f race or ethnicity. This reflects 
contemporary anti-racist and multicultural thinking emphasising ideas about 
openness, inclusion and voluntarism, and in relation to which the notion o f a 
normatively white Englishness is routinely and sincerely criticised. Flowever, a closer 
analysis o f most white participants' views suggests that they still construct 
Englishness in relation to tacitly racialised boundaries. The racialised subjectivities o f 
white participants help to normalise not only taken-for-granted English identities but
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also, in relation to this, a sense o f authorisation, what Hage (1998) terms 
'governmental belonging', through which they feel that they have a right to position 
and manage the racialised 'other'. For most white participants, such patterns are 
achieved in habitual, largely unintentional ways, but this unintentionality, 
particularly when combined w ith a commitment to  voluntarism and anti-racism, 
serves to  obscure, at least to  those inhabiting these perspectives, the fundamentally 
racialised underpinning o f the English identities they construct.
Of the smaller number o f white participants who are effectively, in principle and in 
practise, critical o f racialised boundaries, most still construct either Englishness, 
Britishness, or a vaguer national 'we', in relation to  equally essentialist nation-state 
boundaries. While most non-white participants feel excluded from Englishness and 
are generally more critical o f racialised boundaries, many nevertheless also feel 
authorised to construct essentialist nation-state boundaries in relation to  a British or 
legally understood sense o f national identity. For all participants who draw on 
nation-state boundaries, the figure o f the alien, socially problematic migrant 'o ther' 
is central. Therefore, even among those participants, white or not white, English 
identifying or otherwise, who draw a distance between themselves, Englishness and 
race, and who problematise associations between race and belonging generally, 
nation-state frameworks can routinely provide alternative ways in which essentialist 
difference between self and 'other' is constructed. Furthermore, and crucially, in 
contrast to  discourses o f race and normative whiteness which are at least 
problematised in principle by most participants, this kind o f construction o f nation­
state boundaries is barely reflected upon or critiqued. The implications o f this fo r the 
study o f race and nation in the UK will be discussed towards the end o f this 
conclusion.
For most participants who identify as English, Englishness is associated w ith 
positively-framed notions o f an English moral community, and, reflecting Skey's 
(2010, 2011b) recent findings, a sense o f ontological security. However, for some 
white participants these expectations o f Englishness are perceived to  have been 
disrupted by the presence and actions o f the non-English 'other'. Such patterns are
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particularly evident among participants who construct themselves less confidently in 
generational and classed terms. For these participants the perception that they are 
marked as 'd ifferent' from the dominant norms of society helps to  engender a 
process whereby the privileges o f whiteness and a dominant racialised perspective 
are seen to  become more important fo r the ir understanding o f society and the ir 
sense o f self. Especially in relation to experiences o f classed symbolic violence, those 
white participants who try  to  construct, or reconstruct, a legitimate sense o f self 
through racialised discourses -  underpinned as these discourses are by notions of 
'othering' and difference -  tend to  consider the ir English identity and the ir racialised 
sense o f self as marked and under attack. Such discourses and identities are, 
nevertheless, grasped as a rare possibility fo r recognition in society, as English 
identities and the 'sham certainties' o f race represent 'one sure way' fo r these 
participants 'to keep their bearings in an increasingly confusing and vertiginous 
world ' (Gilroy 1987/2002, xxiii).
Flowever, as St Louis argues, due to  'its fundamentally contradictory and illusory 
character, identity can never be the stable reference point for the self that it 
purports to  be' (2009, 566). The unfulfilled expectations o f Englishness mostly seem 
to  contribute not to  feelings o f stability or social (re)orientation but, rather, to  the 
construction o f an insecure sense o f self and expressions o f anger and anxiety in 
relation to  the 'other'. For these participants, their English identities are therefore 
what Sara Ahmed calls 'unhappy performatives' (2004,16) in that the conditions are 
not there fo r the expectations they have o f them to  be fulfilled. Nevertheless, 
despite the harmful ambivalences and failures that arise in relation to  them, such 
English identities continue to  be constructed by many white individuals; and as 
damaging as this process is for those who are recognised as white, it has potentially 
far more damaging effects for those positioned as racially 'other'.
For those with a more confident sense o f self, on the other hand, particularly middle- 
class participants, the normative and dominant perspectives they construct in 
relation to the racialised or national 'o ther' remain (from their own, dominant 
perspective at least) unmarked. For these participants, it is white working-class
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people who represent white racism, a belief which, when combined w ith the 
sincerely fe lt commitment of white middle-class people to  anti-racism, aids in 
obscuring the equally essentialist and exclusionary, racialised and nationalist 
underpinnings o f the ir English identities. The extent to which a sense o f privilege in 
relation to white English identities is marked and problematised is therefore crucially 
related to a dominant or dominated habitus. Analyses o f nation, race and racism 
should therefore not focus on the idea that whiteness is a more important resource 
fo r white working-class people, or that working-class people or people who feel 
devalued in society are somehow more racist than confident or middle-class people. 
Such analyses should, rather, focus on the extent to which whiteness is marked. 
Unmarked, less explicit, unintentionally racialised and nationalist discourses or 
identities do not signify less harmful, less discriminatory strains o f racism and 
nationalism; on the contrary, particularly when viewed from a perspective in which 
classed hierarchies are also taken into account, the unmarked racialised and 
nationalist discourses and identities of more powerful, middle-class people have a 
more insidious and /o r more damaging effect on society.
10.2 Precarious and progressive English identities
The construction o f English identities in relation to racialised and nationalist 
exclusion was not, however, universal. Two participants, Rashid and Ayan, contest 
the dominant constructions o f Englishness in relation to the ir own experiences o f 
white racism; and although the conclusions in this section are drawn from data 
produced by just two participants in just three interviews, the patterns that emerge 
are crucial in that they suggest an alternative, progressive potential fo r racialised and 
nationalist discourses and identities.
Rashid and Ayan both consider Englishness to be socially constructed and 'artific ia l' 
but, to  borrow Rashid's phrase, they 'fudge' the issue by both identifying as English 
and emphasising its constructedness in relation to the racialised precariousness o f 
the ir Englishness. The English identities they construct are related to  a local culture
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understood as English and a genuinely voluntarist conception o f the category. This 
kind o f constructed, precarious and voluntarist Englishness is borne of, and enables, 
a critique o f English identities that is grounded in histories o f racialised and 
nationalist exclusion. This premise o f critique and precariousness means that Rashid 
and Ayan do not feel they have the authorisation to  position or manage the 
racialised 'other' in relation to the ir Englishness, in relation to  other nationalist 
categories such as Britishness, or in relation to legal discourses o f citizenship. Both 
participants emphasise an Englishness premised on agency, which, as Butler argues, 
begins precisely where this kind o f normalised authorisation to  exclude others (in 
her terms, the sovereignty enabled by the discourse) wanes (1997a, 16). Rashid and 
Ayan thus construct an identity defined in relation to a particular te rrito ry  and 
culture but also in relation to a contestation o f boundaries which allows a flu id ity 
and openness by which the meaning o f the category English cannot finally be fixed. 
Furthermore, and crucially, the English identities o f Rashid and Ayan appear to  be no 
less salient or resonant to them than they are for those white participants who 
construct English identities as a taken-for-granted part of the self.
What Rashid and Ayan therefore exemplify is a reclaiming and resignification of 
Englishness from exclusionary formulations. As St Louis suggests in a discussion o f 
Stuart Flail's notion of identity as a 'productive paradox', while it is crucial to 
recognise 'the impossibility o f identity in the innate sense' (2009, 564), such 
identities can be 'strategicaliy necessary', as they can 'provide, amongst other 
things, narrative accounts fo r peoples' arrival at the present through a past that is 
imaginatively reconstructed and dramatised' (ibid, 565; original emphasis). An 
English identity can thus potentially 'provide a comforting resource to  (re)stabilise 
individual and collective subjectivities' (ibid, 565), though if it is to be genuinely 
progressive it should be 'more the product o f the marking o f difference and 
exclusion, than...the sign o f an identical, naturally-constituted unity' (ibid, 571).
If progressive English identities are to  emerge then the kind o f contestation o f the 
essentialised boundaries o f Englishness that is central to Rashid and Ayan's English 
identities, alongside their emphasis on agency and openness to difference, is crucial.
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However, it is also important to  recognise that English identities cannot simply be 
conjured from nothing. In the formation o f social identities there will always be, 
there has to be, repetition based on prior social acts. The discourses from which we 
draw and the identities we construct have what Butler terms a 'chain o f signification' 
formed through social practise and linking past to  future (Butler 1997a, 14). It 
therefore is difficult if not impossible to  imagine English identities formed, or widely 
socially accepted, w ith few or no links to  at least some of the symbolic resources 
discussed by participants in Chapter Five such as tea, curry, pubs. Morris-dancing, 
and so on; or English identities formed w ith no links to  ideas about 'English' values, 
or to a general affinity to the territo ry o f England and the cultures therein.
The necessity o f a chain o f signification and o f some symbols and boundaries in the 
formation of Englishness thus makes some form of exclusion necessary and 
inevitable. As the psychoanalyst Adam Philips argues, in terms of constructing 
identities 'it seems to be extremely difficult to  find a picture or a story that no longer 
needs the idea o f exclusion' o f some kind (Philips 1997, 159). However, the local 
cultural symbols, practises and discourses o f Englishness, and an attachment to 
England, could, as they are w ith Rashid and Ayan, be considered to  be what Sandra 
Harding describes as 'mere differences'; that is 'the cultural differences' that do not 
necessarily relate to  'differential power positionings' but that 'would shape different 
knowledge projects even where there were no oppressive social relations between 
different cultures' (1997 cited in Yuval-Davis 2006, 199). I would argue that an 
Englishness constructed in relation to  these kinds o f 'mere differences', tha t was 
constructed as optional -  meaning that no one in England should feel any pressure 
to  identify as English or with any categorical identity -  and as voluntarist and fluid, 
would no longer be fundamentally constructed in relation to the exclusionary 
racialised and nationalist discourses forged during colonialism and the development 
of the modern state. Such precarious English identities, as exemplified by Rashid and 
Ayan, can remain socially meaningful, but at the same time they cannot be 
experienced as if an 'in terior essence' to which unrealistic expectations and a sense 
o f privilege can be attached, the problematic consequences o f which fo r the 
construction o f self and 'other' have been explored in detail in this thesis. Therefore,
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while the symbols and meaning o f Englishness are to some extent unavoidably 
'delimited in advance' and exclusionary, this does not mean that the character of 
Englishness should be 'determined in advance'; a progressive, anti-racist, anti- 
essentialist Englishness will have boundaries, but it needs to be 'open to...further 
and unexpected delim itation[s]' (Butler 1997a, 139; emphasis added).
I would argue that it is this emphasis on the unexpected that is crucial. As Phillips 
argues, 'The problem...is not repetition in and o f itself; it is how to make 
repetition...sufficiently generative ground for innovation and improvisation' (2006, 
238). In the English identities they construct, Rashid and Ayan unsettle the dominant 
exclusionary narratives o f Englishness, and although these identities are experienced 
as inherently precarious, as Hannah Arendt suggests, 'the impossibility o f remaining 
unique masters o f what [we] do, o f knowing its consequences and relying upon the 
future, is the price [we] pay for plurality and reality' (1958, 244). The racialised 
precariousness o f these identities is therefore not a sign o f a somehow incomplete 
identity but, rather, a sign o f political promise. An innovative and improvisatory 
Englishness, if it is to reflect the complexities o f the social world, should be based on 
political principles o f inclusion and openness rather than a mere repetition o f 
essentialist formulations that seek to 'settle the issue' (Philips 2006, 239). Ultimately, 
as St Louis, drawing on Hall, argues in a discussion o f the progressive political 
potential for identity.
Identity...is a political conduit. Identity is a means to stage politics but not a 
politics in itself. And, if  identity has any use as a political positioning, it is 
limited to primarily political concerns and interests that are represented 
w ithin identity but justified  through political and ethical principles. (2009, 
571; original emphases)
10.3 Putting this in to practise: contesting the dom inant narratives o f Englishness
All o f this begs the question as to how such a disruption of the dominant narratives 
o f Englishness can be achieved. This is a particularly important question given the
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association between Englishness and racialised subjectivities. While Rashid and 
Ayan's racialised subjectivities help to enable a more precarious and critical 
perspective on whiteness and Englishness, the subjectivities o f people recognised as 
white are central in helping to  enable relatively stable, essentialist formulations; and 
as Skey argues, and as Chapter Eight demonstrated, 'we must...acknowledge' that 
those who take normative racialised perspectives 'may take great comfort (whether 
consciously or otherwise) from being positioned in this way' (2010, 719). If white 
English identities, and the boundaries on which white people draw in constructing, 
them, 'make a complex and sometimes threatening world more meaningful and 
manageable' (ibid, 720), then their condemnation and the advocating o f their 
dissolution needs careful thought; as while cosmopolitan, convivial identities may be 
philosophically desirable fo r anyone of a politically progressive mind, the question 
remains as to how this ideal can be implemented in a way that does not 
counterproductively alienate those who identify strongly as English. Strategies aimed 
at revealing the privileges o f whiteness, if 'persecutory and guilt-inducing', may 
merely 'ruffle the surface', leading to  'defensive kinds o f psychological organisation' 
that engender paranoia or superficial shifts o f opinion (Rustin 1991, 74). Indeed, the 
construction o f anxious and defensive racialised English identities by many white 
participants who seem to sincerely foreswear racism suggests that this process is 
already well underway in today's Britain.
However, despite the difficulties that w ill be faced in relation to a white backlash, it 
seems imperative that a marking and unsettling o f normative racialised and 
nationalist privilege must take place if  racialised hierarchies and inequalities are to 
be effectively countered. This disruption is particularly required among white 
middle-class people whose privileges remain largely unspoken and unchallenged. 
Some valuable future research could involve looking at how dominant, normative 
racialised identities might be effectively troubled in ways that avoid a 
counterproductive exercising o f symbolic violence and the provocation o f the kinds 
o f defensive, racialised backlash discussed in Chapter Eight and Nine.
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At the same time, however, given the absence of political and cultural outlets for 
specifically English identities it is unclear how the process o f contesting essentialist 
notions o f Englishness and rendering them precarious might take place, particularly 
in the public sphere. While British identities are negotiated in public institutions in 
relation to  civic symbols and notions o f citizenship, English identities have very few 
official outlets outside o f team sports. While the impact o f sport is not insignificant, 
it may be that such a limited public sphere allows discourses o f Englishness to 
withstand anti-racist discourses in a way that discourses o f Britishness have not, as 
w ithout a public or institutional arena in which the whiteness o f Englishness can be 
contested, the implicit acceptability o f a white Englishness has a better chance of 
being maintained.
Constitutional changes such as the devolution o f an English parliament, or Bryant's 
(2008) notion o f 'English votes on English matters' in the existing Westminster 
parliament, are ideas that could perhaps provide a ground fo r contestation and the 
development o f more 'civic' conceptions o f Englishness. However, I would argue that 
while such a constitutional shift would perhaps provide a civic space fo r a more 
inclusive Englishness to develop, it would also have the effect o f tying Englishness 
more closely to the state. The state would thus be perceived, even more than it 
already is, as an English state. This seems particularly problematic given that one o f 
the key findings o f this thesis is that for many participants, including those who 
thoroughly and effectively problematise the racialised boundaries o f Englishness, 
nation-state boundaries are central to  the ir construction o f exclusionary national 
identities. Therefore, even if such institutional changes did lead to  a greater degree 
o f contestation o f associations between Englishness and race, as has been 
demonstrated in this thesis, nation-state boundaries are likely to  remain intact.
While it is important to be very cautious about predicting any widespread 
problematisation and unsettling o f associations between nation and 'race' in 
England, even where this destabilisation o f 'race' does take place, nation-state 
frameworks may continue to legitimise forms o f essentialist, nationalist exclusion 
(and/or potentially transnationai exclusion in an EU context) that are no less
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arbitrary in character, and which are generally considered to be less, if  at all, 
ethically or legally questionable. Future research could look at how nation-state 
identities and formulations o f difference are emerging in the UK among people from 
different ethnic backgrounds, not only in relation to  Englishness but also in relation 
to  Britishness and other categories or discourses o f belonging. This could be valuably 
complemented by comparative research involving other EU countries, perhaps 
focusing in particular on how European transnational state boundaries and 
discourses o f belonging are being mobilised in the formation o f exclusionary 
identities.
The findings on nation-state boundaries suggests that even if  we are to  take the 
most optimistic view about the chances in future decades o f the progressive decline 
o f the significance o f 'race' in society, it is useful to  bear in mind Les Back's 
prediction (after Du Bois) that while the problem o f the twentieth-century may have 
been 'the colour line', 'the problem of the twenty-first century' may be 'the problem 
o f the "immigration line"...the proportions o f which are only just beginning to 
emerge' (2007, 31). Any process by which national identities are de-essentialised 
must also involve the destabilising of the legitimacy o f nation-state boundaries, as to 
challenge the boundaries o f 'race' w ithout challenging equally essentialist nationalist 
boundaries is to do only part o f the work required fo r countering the exclusionary 
and discriminatory effects o f nationalism and national identities. This means that if 
the kind o f precarious Englishness discussed in the previous section is to  develop, 
then the relationship between identity and nation-state boundaries must be 
decisively disrupted. As such, as Eric Kaufmann has argued in relation to  nations 
more generally (2000), Englishness (as well as Britishness and all forms o f racial, 
ethnic or national identity) should be separated from the state in the same way, and 
fo r broadly the same reasons, as religion. England cannot be for, or about, 'the 
English', or any other socially constructed identity category; the presumption that an 
essentialised 'group' should have a privileged or indigenous status is unsustainable 
ethically and politically in a fair society.
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In evaluating the progressive potential for Englishness, the findings in this thesis thus 
suggests that English -  and indeed all national or ethnic -  identities should ideally be 
optional, voluntarist and fluid in meaning; they should be divorced from exclusionary 
ideas about 'race' and nationalism; they should be separated from the state; and any 
expectations we have o f them should be inherently limited by the ir socially 
constructed precariousness. Any form o f de-essentialised Englishness, if  it is to  be 
effectively progressive and inclusive, will concurrently need to  be constructed in 
ways that are equally mindful and critical o f the power-relations o f related, 
intersectional dimensions o f identity and subjectivities. There is no doubt that this 
definition o f a prospective, de-essentialised Englishness removes many o f the 
defining features o f contemporary Englishness, but the findings presented in this 
thesis suggest that w ithout such radical changes the effects o f Englishness will 
continue to  be fundamentally damaging to society in England.
257
Appendix One 
Participant profiles 
Aadab
Aadab identifies as Indian. She is in her sixties and is a retired lawyer. Aadab was interviewed 
twice.
Alan
Alan identifies as white, is in his early twenties and has recently graduated from university.
Alvin
Alvin identifies as Black and is in his late teens. He is the son of another participant. Dawn who 
was born in a Caribbean country. At the time of writing Alvin was unemployed and considering 
going back to college with a view to attending university.
Andrew
Andrew idenitifies as white and is a retired public sector worker in his sixties. Andrew was 
interviewed twice.
April
April is white and in her sixties. She is a retired teacher and was interviewed twice.
Ayan
Ayan identifies as Black and is in her late-twenties. Ayan was born in Somalia and moved with 
her family to Holland in the 1990s as a refugee. Ayan has a degree in sociology and at the time 
of writing was considering undertaking post-graduate studies. Ayan identifies as gay and a 
feminist.
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Bradley
Bradley identifies as Black and in his early twenties. Bradley's parents were born in a Caribbean 
country. At the time of interview Bradley was looking for employment.
Chris
Chris is in his sixties and identifies as white. He is a retired small business owner.
David
David identifies as white and in his late thirties. David works in finance in the City of London and 
is married to Lynn who also participated in the research. David was interviewed twice.
Dawn
Dawn identifies as Black, was born in a Caribbean country and is in her forties. She has been 
living in England for th irty years and works for a publically funded community organisation.
Dennis
Dennis identifies as white and in his seventies. Dennis is a retired publisher who identifies as 
gay. Dennis was interviewed twice.
Eduardo
Eduardo is in his forties and identifies as Mixed-race. He was born in Latin America though he 
spent several years living in continental Europe. Eduardo works in finance in the City of London.
Edward
Edward is in his mid-thirties and identifies as British Pakistani. His anglicised name is the 
product of a family tradition dating back to colonial India. Edward's parents migrated from 
Pakistan to London where he was born. Edward works as an accountant and lives with his wife, 
Upala who also participated in the study. Edward was interviewed twice.
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Guy
Guy identifies as white and is in his forties. Guy works for a large insurance company in the City 
of London.
Hadeel
Hadeel is in her thirties and identifies as British Asian. Hadeel's parents migrated from 
Bangladesh to London where she was born. Today Hadeel works as an academic.
Helen
Helen identifies as white and is in her mid-twenties. Helen works in sales and identifies as 
middle class. Helen was interviewed twice.
Jacqui
Jacqui is in her early thirties and identifies as Mixed-race. Jacqui has a manual job.
Joanne
Joanne identifies as white and is in her mid-forties. Joanne was born in South Africa but left for 
London with her parents and grandparents at an early age. Joanne works as a professional in 
the public sector today.
Jody
Jody identifies as white, is in her forties and is originally from South Africa where she lived until 
three years ago when she moved to England. She works as a solicitor in London. Jody was 
interviewed twice.
John
John identifies as white and is in his forties. He works in education. John was interviewed twice.
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Kevin
Kevin identifies as white and is in his late-thirties. He works as a skilled manual worker.
Lizzie
Lizzie is in her mid-twenties and identifies as white. Lizzie works in a pub.
Lynn
Lynn identifies as white and is in her late thirties. She has a secretarial role in the private sector. 
Lynn is married to David who also participated in the research
Maria
Maria identifies as Polish and is in her sixties. She has lived in England since she was three years 
old. Maria owned a business before retirement.
Maureen
Maureen identifies as white and is in her sixties. She is a retired teacher.
Nelly
Nelly identifies as Black and is in her sixties. She was born in a Caribbean country and has been 
living in England for forty years. Nelly is retired.
Nicholas
Nicholas identifies as white and is in his sixties. He is a retired manual worker. Nicholas was 
interviewed twice.
Olive
Olive identifies as Black and is in her sixties. She was born in Jamaica and has been living in 
England for forty years. Olive is retired.
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Oliver
Oliver identifies as white and is in his late-twenties. He works as a civil servant and was
interviewed twice.
Patricia
Patricia identifies as Black and is in her forties. Patricia was born in Trinidad and moved to 
London th irty  years ago. She works as a public sector worker today.
Paul
Paul identifies as white and is in his seventies. Paul's parents were refugees from continental 
Europe. Before retirement Paul worked as an academic and in the media and is now retired. 
Paul was interviewed twice.
Rashid
Rashid is in his mid-thirties and identifies as Anglo-Indian. Rashid works as a solicitor. Rashid is 
the brother of Salam who also participated in the study. Although Rashid has a Muslim name he 
was brought up Christian. Rashid was interviewed twice.
Rowan
Rowan identifies as white and is in his early sixties. Rowan works as an architect and identifies 
with the Irish heritage he links to his father's side of the family. Rowan is married to another 
participant Aadab.
Salam
Salam is in his early thirties and identifies as Mixed-race. Salam is a graduate working in IT and 
identifies as gay. Although Salam has a Muslim name and a Muslim parent, he was brought up a 
Christian. Salam is the brother of Rashid, who also participated in the study.
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Sam
Sam identifies as white and is in his early thirties. Sam works as a solicitor and was interviewed
twice.
Sebastian
Sebastian is in his late thirties and identifies as Black. Sebastian's parents migrated to London 
from the Caribbean and Sebastian. Sebastian is a graduate and works as a civil servant. He was 
interviewed twice.
Simon
Simon identifies as white and is in his late teens. Simon has Spanish and Irish heritage. He has 
recently finished school having completed his 'A' levels and at the time of the interview Simon 
was preparing to start an apprenticeship.
Stephen
Stephen is in his fifties and identifies as Irish. Stephen works for a large media organisation. He 
was interviewed twice.
Terri
Terri identifies as white and is in her thirties. Terri is originally from South Africa and has lived in 
London for two years. Terri works for a national charity and describes herself as middle class. 
She was interviewed twice.
Upala
Upala identifies as Bengali British and is in her mid-thirties. Upala's parents migrated from 
Bangladesh to London where she was born. She is married to Edward who also participated in 
the study. Upala was interviewed twice.
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William
William identifies as white and is in his sixties. He is a retired teacher and was interviewed
twice.
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Appendix Two
Topic Guide: Interview One
Where do you currently live?
How long have you been living there?
Has the area changed during your time here? How?
Have you considered leaving the area, or do you see yourself leaving in the future? 
Where have you lived previously?
How have you found living here as compared to previous places, what is different about 
this area?
Have you considered leaving Southton, or do you see yourself leaving in the future?
Do you see yourself as belonging in Southton? By belonging I mean that you feel that you are a 
part of the area and that it feels like a home to you.
(If yes to Southton)
What makes you think that you belong in Southton?
Do you think much about being part of and belonging in the area?
Can you think of things that represent the area for you? What things do this, for 
example what images or places?
Are you proud of this area?
Has the way you think about belonging in the area changed at all over time?
(If no to Southton)
Do you see yourself as belonging in (other regional area(s) mentioned previously)?
Do you have any close friends or family who are of a different ethnicity to you?
What would you say your ethnicity was?
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Can you think of any identities that you see as relevant to you in your life? By identities I mean 
ways of seeing yourself as an individual or as part of a group.
Would you say that you feel English?
What does Englishness mean to you?
How often do you think about being English?
Do you ever act in a way that is English? (If so) How?
Are you proud to be English?
What represents Englishness to you? Any images or places or music or people?
How do you feel about being English when you are abroad? How do you think people 
abroad perceive you as an English person? (If interviewee does not feel English/British) 
What do you think people abroad think about the English?
Can you remember when you first thought of yourself as being English?
What do you think about English history?
Have your thoughts on Englishness changed during your life?
Can anyone be English?
Can anyone become English?
Do you think it matters what your race is for you to be English?
Why do you think that most Black people in England see themselves as British rather 
than English?
Do you need to have been born in England to become English?
Can you be English if English is your second language?
Do you need to respect certain values to become English?
If you live in England but you're not English should you have the same legal and political 
rights as someone who is English?
Should you have equal access to housing or education if you were not born in England? 
Do you think the BNP have a point when they say that the indigenous British population 
are now second class citizens in this country?
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Do you think there should be controls on immigration into England? Where from? 
Is there anything else you would like to discuss on anything we've talked about today?
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Appendix Three
Example of topic guide for interview two: David
Please could you talk me through your photographs and how you think they represent 
Englishness?
Did the last week encourage you to think about Englishness in any different ways?
Do you think that the images here would represent Englishness to everyone in England?
Last time we discussed what Englishness meant to you. Have your ideas on this changed at all? 
Last time we discussed who can be English. Have your ideas on this changed at all?
You said that you don't feel excluded or not part of Southton but you said that you exist in 
Southton rather than live in it. Get up early, get home late, not involved in the community etc. 
Are there other places that you could see yourself living in where you think you would see 
yourself as living in rather than just existing in?
Talked about South Asian, Indian businessmen in England whose entrepreneurial spirit was 
immense, building up business empires in very short periods of time, making a fortune. By third 
generation in England, 'the more English they become the more their drive and entrepreneurial 
spirit is leeched out of them'. Why do you think that is?
o Is there a relationship between this pattern and Englishness?
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Mentioned in passing footage you'd seen about Islamic communities in Paris and Marseilles 
that was scary, can you remember what that footage was about? (something about 
assimilation)
Said that if you were asked to picture an English person you would probably picture a lower to 
lower middle class white man. What if you were asked to picture a British person?
Is it possible to be English w ithout having a British passport?
Talked about how you didn't need to respect certain values to be English as values are personal. 
It is however important to be a functional and contributing member of society. How do you 
think this sort of thing could be evaluated?
If someone who is white, family here for generations etc, does not function/contribute in this 
way, can they be seen as English?
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Appendix Four
UNIVERSITY OF
SURREYFirst information sheet for participants
Thank you for agreeing to take part in this research.
In recent years there have been numerous newspaper articles, TV shows and books asking questions about what it 
means to be English in the twenty-first century. The aim of this research is to find out how people in Southton 
define Englishness. Your opinions on this matter will be very useful in building a better understanding of how 
people feel - or do not feel - English. The overall aim of the research is to see who people in England see as 
belonging in England.
For this reason I am arranging around 30 interviews lasting between one and two hours with people from 
Southton. The main part of the interview will focus on what your opinions are on Englishness. The interview will be 
very informal and relaxed and should be thought of more as a conversation than an interview. The aim is for the 
interview to be interesting and enjoyable and you are encouraged to talk about whatever you want within the 
overall topic area.
After the interview you will be asked whether you would like to take part in a second stage of the research. This 
will involve taking photographs of what you think of as English over the period of a week and then meeting up for a 
second interview. Please be assured that this part of the research is completely optional and you are under no 
obligations to take part.
If you have any questions you would like to discuss before the meeting please feel free to call me on the following 
number: 07891931742. Please note that you have the right to withdraw from the study at any time without giving 
a reason. Please also note that your answers will be kept strictly confidential. If anything you say is used later on 
this will be quoted under a different, made-up name in order to protect your privacy. All data will anonymised and 
subject to the Data Protection Act (1998).
Any complaint or concerns about any aspects of the way you have been dealt with during the course of the study 
will be addressed; please contact Dr Katharine Tyler on 01483 686 964 or k.tvler@surrev.ac.uk. or Dr Paul Johnson 
on 01483 686 982 or p.iohnson@surrey.ac.uk.
285
Appendix Five
UNIVERSITY OF
SURREY
Second information sheet for participants
Thank you for agreeing to take part in the second part of this research. Over the next ten days please 
take time to think about what we discussed in the interview about Englishness. Using the disposable 
camera you should take photographs of what makes you think of Englishness. What sorts of things 
represent Englishness to you? You do not need to use all of the photos in the camera, but try to take 
photos of whatever you feel is English.
Once the ten days is over I will arrange to pick up the camera from you so that I can develop the photos. 
We will then arrange a second interview at a time that is convenient for you which should last for 
between an hour and an hour-and-a-half. In the second interview we will discuss these photographs, 
and talk about how the ten days of research made you think about what Englishness means.
If you have any questions you would like to discuss please feel free to call me at anytime on the 
following number: 07891 931 742. As before, please note that you have the right to withdraw from the 
study at any time without giving a reason. Please also note that your answers will be kept strictly 
confidential. If anything you say is used later on, such as a quote from something you've said, this will be 
quoted under a different, made-up name in order to protect your privacy. Any photographs including 
people's faces will likewise only be used in a way that protects the person's anonymity. All data will 
anonymised and subject to the Data Protection Act (1998).
Any complaint or concerns about any aspects of the way you have been dealt with during the course of 
the study will be addressed; please contact Dr Katharine Tyler on 01483 686 964 or 
k.tvler@surrev.ac.uk. or Dr Paul Johnson on 01483 686 982 or p.iohnson(a)surrev.ac.uk.
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Examples of photographs taken by participants
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